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1 Introduction

In February 2017 – only nine months after Brazil's then President Dilma Rousseff
had inaugurated the infrastructure project – the Belo Monte Hydroelectric Pow-
er Plant  at  the Xingu River  was put up for sale.  The companies Neoenergia,
Cemig, Light, Vale, Sinobras and J. Malucelli as well as the pension funds Petros
and Funcef, which held 50.02% of the operating consortium Norte Energia S.A.,
instructed the investment bank of Bradesco to find potential investors for the
still unfinished plant. After excessive cost increases, a series of disruptions, and
allegations of involvement in the Lava Jatos corruption scandal, the companies
concluded that the project was unprofitable  (Portal Brasil 2016; Ordoñez and
Fariello 2017; Scaramuzzo and Pereira 2017).

Activists  and  scholars  have  questioned  the  viability  of  a  hydropower
plant at the Xingu River ever since the Brazilian military regime presented its
plans for the original project, called Kararaô Dam, in the 1970s. Back then, civil
society organizations (CSO), indigenous communities, national and international
nongovernmental organizations (NGO), and a large number of individuals estab-
lished a social movement that was able to prevent the project in 1989.1 Howev-
er, the plan was revived and modified at the turn of the millennium and became
one of the most controversial endeavors in Brazil's  Growth Acceleration Pro-
gram (Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento, PAC). The current project, called
Belo Monte Dam, is located in the so-called Volta Grande (big bend) of the Xingu
River near the city of Altamira and will be the third-largest hydropower plant in
the world.2 According to its supporters, the plant will fuel the country's electrici -
ty-intensive  industrial  sector,  thus  fostering  Brazil's  economic  development.
However, critics claim that the plant will impose substantial environmental, eco-
nomic, and social costs on its surrounding area and the local population. As the
caveats remain and the protest continues, the implementation of the project
has raised questions about the domestic social, cultural, and environmental as-
pects of Brazil's emergence as a  global power. Indeed, the country has shown

1 I use this term civil society organization to refer to the entire spectrum of nongovernmental,
nonprofit voluntary organizations, including but not limited to social movements.

2 Throughout this study, Belo Monte Dam refers to the entire infrastructure project. However, it
should be noted that there is a technical difference between a dam (a barrier to control the
flow of water) and a hydroelectric power plant (an electric power generating station).

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
I. Peters, Cohesion and Fragmentation in Social Movements,
Bürgergesellschaft und Demokratie, DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-19326-3_1



18 1 Introduction

sustained economic growth and political development, and it has gained signifi -
cant influence in the international political and economic arena; however, the
fight against poverty and inequality as well as the struggle for a higher standard
of living continue. Democratic principles have been implemented to a large ex-
tent, but they do not function completely in all areas of the vast Brazilian terri -
tory (De la Fontaine and Stehnken 2012a: 13–16).

What does the ongoing collective action against the Belo Monte Dam tell
us about Brazil's development path? What can we learn from this case about
the mobilization of  social  movements  in  rural  areas  and with respect  to so-
cio-environmental questions?3 This study shows that the dispute over the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of the Belo Monte Dam is based on a deep dis-
agreement over the underlying meaning of a hydropower project, and an array
of social, political, economic, and environmental issues associated with its real-
ization.

1.1 Research Question, Research Gap, and Aim of the Study

The collective action against the Belo Monte Dam is a fascinating empirical phe-
nomenon because it has carried out a persistent and influential fight against a
mega infrastructure project that is heavily promoted by the government and the
construction industry. Although the Belo Monte project could not be prevented,
movement participants have claimed success as they have hampered the con-
struction  works,  demanded  government  reactions,  contributed  to  a  debate
about development and the socioeconomic model in general, and generated in-
ternational awareness. This success is by no means to be expected due to con-
text conditions that are adverse to the mobilization and maintenance of collec-
tive action. First, the social and cultural heterogeneity of the local population is
likely to result in different identities, cultures, interests, knowledge, and behav-
ior,  and may thus challenge the mobilization and cohesion of a social  move-
ment. Second, difficult socioeconomic conditions in the region, including geo-
graphical  dispersion,  and the remoteness  and vastness  of  Amazonia  hamper
mobilization  and  collective  action.  And  third,  “asymmetrical  and  patrimonial
power relations” as well as repression on the part of the project's proponents

3 Throughout this study, I use the term collective action in a broad sense to refer to any kind of
joint activity performed by at least two individuals who pursue a common objective in the
realm of contentious politics. The term social movement is used to refer to a specific form of
collective action that is more organized and lasting, as defined in Chapter 2.
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discourage the local population from raising their voice (Coy and Klingler 2011:
124).4

Against this background, how is it possible that the project's opponents
have mobilized and sustained collective action over more than two decades?
How do activists create cohesion between people with diverse social and cultur-
al backgrounds, lifestyles, and interests? Focusing on the persistence of the col-
lective action against the Belo Monte Dam, this study answers the following re-
search question:

How have collective identities and collective action frames contributed
to  the  persistence  of  the  collective  action  and  the  maintenance  of
movement cohesion in the social  movement against the Belo Monte
Dam?

This broad question can be broken down into a number of subordinate ques-
tions pertaining to two theoretical perspectives – namely, collective identities
and collective action frames. How do movement participants seek to create a
collective identity? And what are their motives and objectives? What meanings
have activists attributed to the  social conflict and their collective action? And
how have they sought to create a collective action frame?

The in-depth analysis of these questions contributes to addressing theo-
retical and empirical research gaps. In empirical terms, the study improves our
understanding of a specific phenomenon: the collective action against the Belo
Monte Dam. Existing studies about the project either focus on technical and en-
vironmental issues, or they treat Belo Monte as merely one of several case stud-
ies. This study aims to provide insight into the identities, motives, and objectives
of the opponents of Belo Monte and their understanding of  the social conflict
and their collective action. I argue that this type of knowledge is highly relevant
from a policy point of view, as similar conflicts are  emerging throughout Latin
America due to an increasing state interest in  the exploitation of natural  re-
sources.

Regarding theoretical research gaps, this study, first of all, improves our
understanding of general dynamics in the processes of framing and identity con-
struction. The analytical approach based on the grounded theory methodology
(GTM) – which is discussed in detail in Chapter 3 – is particularly adequate for a
detailed analysis of framing processes and identity work because it allows for

4 Repression is “any action by another group which raises the contender's cost of collective ac-
tion”  (Tilly 1978: 100, emphasis omitted). As “social control techniques” these actions may
“rang[e] from police action to ridicule” (Mauss 1975: 60).
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the emergence of concepts that adequately describe the interviewees' percep-
tion of the conflict and of their collective action. Moreover, the building of con -
cepts  from  the  empirical  material  –  which  is  a  constitutive  element  of  the
grounded theory methodology – makes it possible to compare the interviewees'
understanding of a given situation to the theoretical concepts seeking to repre-
sent that situation. In this sense, the Belo Monte case study aims to contribute
to the saturation of theoretical concepts in the collective identity approach and
in the framing approach.

Second, the study contributes to our understanding of the regional con-
text and its influence on political mobilization. By focusing on the level of the in-
dividual and his/her perception of the conflict and of the collective action, the
study seeks to gain insight into the personalities of movement participants, their
motivation for collective action, and the impact of these factors upon the persis-
tence of the collective action and the maintenance of movement cohesion. The
transfer of the results to other places – weather on the national or international
level – is hampered by the unique circumstances of the Belo Monte conflict.
Nonetheless, the study generates knowledge on social movements that act un-
der specific  context conditions,  including the strong heterogeneity of  the ac-
tivists,  complex socioeconomic conditions,  and a sensitive ecosystem. There-
fore, it will be informative for the analysis of similar occurrences of collective ac-
tion  in  other  countries,  especially  in  democratic  emerging  powers  that  face
similar challenges in terms of their economic, social, and political development.

Third, the study evaluates the applicability of Western social movement
theories in non-Western case studies. Social movement scholars have called for
more empirical research in general, and the study of non-Western social move-
ments in particular. Polletta and Jasper argue that the study of non-Western so-
cial  movements could  yield  interesting insights  into  the dynamics  associated
with identity formation, identity contestation, and the relationship between self
and other (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 300). Hunt and Benford identify a need for
empirical studies,  as most  of the literature on collective identity and related
phenomena like solidarity and commitment is conceptual in nature  (Hunt and
Benford 2008: 441).5 This study seeks to address both research gaps. The in-
-depth study of a southern social movement and the inclusion of contemporary
research by Latin American scholars seek to amplify Western social movement
research and theorizing.  Moreover,  the study's  analytical  approach based on
GTM is particularly suited to yield insight into non-Western conceptualizations

5 Hunt and Benford acknowledge the existence of individual case studies but call for more sys-
tematic empirical research (Hunt and Benford 2008: 441).
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of identity. In order to avoid that theoretical concepts are “forced” upon empiri-
cal data without considering the specific context and connotations, the concep-
tual and analytical framework are tailored to the particular case study.

Of course, it is an obvious simplification to speak of Western and non-
Western countries, especially as the terms do not simply denote geographic lo-
cation but also allude to the economic, political, and cultural characteristics of
the respective countries. There are differences with respect to these attributes
not only between the so-called Western (that is, developed) countries and the
so-called  non-Western  (that  is,  developing)  countries  but  also  among them.
Nonetheless, the extant structures of domination in the political and economic
realm imply that there are different “configurations of civil society” in develop-
ing and developed countries (Zinecker 2011: 2). From this point of view, the dif-
ferentiation is reasonable and useful – at least on the analytical level – for a
study that analyzes a social movement in a developing country. In this study, the
term Western refers to North America and Europe, and to the concepts, theo-
ries, and methods of social movement research developed there. Non-Western
refers to any other country (and Brazil, in particular) that becomes the object of
research and the destination where Western theories and methods are applied.
However, the terms Western and non-Western are used merely as shorthand for
more complex ideas about the implications of the traveling of theories and con-
cepts that are discussed throughout the study and specifically in Chapter 6.

In order to make said contribution to the theoretical debate, the study
adopts an interdisciplinary perspective and draws from area studies, political
science, and sociology with the objective of enhancing the explanatory value of
the research. Area studies emphasize the cultural context of social phenomena,
while political science and sociology provide comprehensive theories and solid
methodological approaches for their systematic study.

1.2 Case Selection and Generalization

Knowledge about contentious politics and collective action in Brazil is increas-
ingly relevant, as the challenges faced there are typical of developing economies
that have to balance economic growth with social and environmental impera-
tives (Hochstetler 2011: 350). Of the vast number of potential case studies deal-
ing with collective action against infrastructure projects in emerging economies,
the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam is especially interesting and
appropriate for analysis.

1. Why Brazil? Brazil is a dynamic emerging power that seeks to play a lead-
ing role in the international political and economic realm (Lima and Hirst
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2006). While the country has historically been characterized by signifi-
cant  economic,  social,  and  geographical  disparities,  it  experienced re-
markable  economic  and  social  development  in  the  early  2000s  (Coy
2012:  52–55;  De  la  Fontaine  and  Stehnken  2012b:  13–14).  However,
Brazil's participation in the global economy has raised the demand for
natural resources and, as a result, intensified conflicts over land and citi-
zen rights  (Carter 2009; Maihold and Müller 2012). These controversies
have drawn attention to the organization of internal decision making pro-
cesses and shed light on the social, cultural, and environmental implica-
tions of Brazil's rapid development.

2. Why energy politics? The Belo Monte Dam is a strategic infrastructure
project in the realm of energy politics, which, in turn, is one of the most
contentious policy fields in Brazil because of its strategic importance for
the country's economic development. Projects in this policy field repre-
sent opportunities for establishing Brazil's international reputation and
regional leadership with respect to energy technology and environmental
sustainability (Hochstetler 2011: 350; Maihold and Müller 2012: 300; The
Economist 2013).6 However, economic progress and environmental pro-
tection are often portrayed as conflicting objectives, especially in devel-
oping countries (Zellhuber 2012), and “no other country is as profoundly
implicated in both the problems and the solutions as is Brazil”  (Franco
2010).

3. Why Belo Monte? With an estimated cost of 20.3 billion reais, the Belo
Monte Dam is one of the biggest projects within the PAC.7 It has a history
of reevaluation and modification and of intense protest by national and
international  opponents.  The collective action against  Belo Monte has
taken place under specific context conditions, including the strong het-
erogeneity of the activists, a sensitive ecosystem, and complex socioeco-
nomic conditions. Knowledge about the mobilization of collective action

6 The increased share of votes for the Green Party (Partido Verde, PV) in the general elections in
October 2010 (19.33%), the popularity of Brazil's most famous environmental politician, Mari-
na Silva, in the general elections in October 2014 (21.32%) (this time, however, she ran for the
Brazilian Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Brasileiro, PSB)), and Brazil's hosting of the fourth
United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, commonly known as Rio+20, in June
2012 are indicators of this trend in Brazil  (election results retrieved from globo.com 2010,
2014).

7 This amount was estimated by the Brazilian Energy Research Company (Empresa de Pesquisa
Energética, EPE) in 2011 (MME and EPE 2011). Recent media reports suggest that the actual
cost amounts to 31 billion reais (Ordoñez and Fariello 2017).



1.2 Case Selection and Generalization 23

under these conditions is highly relevant, as similar conflicts can be ex-
pected to arise in Brazil and other developing countries in the near fu-
ture.

Previous research on large hydropower plants in Brazil has addressed social con-
flicts and dynamics in general terms (see, for example, Fearnside 1999; McCully
1996; Rothman 2001), social and environmental consequences in the Amazon
region (see, for example, Fearnside 1999, 2006, 2008, 2012), and the strategies
and alliances of the Anti-Dam Movement in Brazil (see, for example, Hochstetler
2011; McCormick 2006; Rothman and Oliver 1999). More specific studies have
placed emphasis on science and technology  (McCormick 2007a, 2007b, 2009,
2011) and the situation of dam affected  people from a juridical point of view
(Graeff 2012). All of these studies allude to the Belo Monte Dam as a case study;
yet, they vary in depth. The most frequently cited assessment of the Belo Monte
Dam is the volume Tenotã-Mõ that provides a comprehensive evaluation of the
project  taking  into  account  its  economic,  social,  and  environmental  conse-
quences (Filho 2005). In a similar vein, the comprehensive and interdisciplinary
report of the so-called Panel of Experts (Painel de Especialistas) evaluates the
Environmental Impact Assessment  (Estudo de Impacto Ambiental, EIA)  of Belo
Monte with respect to social, economic, cultural, technical, and environmental
questions (Painel de Especialistas 2009).8 Similar studies have been produced by
nongovernmental  organizations  like  the  Conservation  Strategy  Fund  (Sousa
Júnior et al. 2006; also see Sousa Júnior and Reid 2010) and International Rivers
and Amigos da Terra – Amazônia Brasileira (Hurwitz et al. 2011). Emphasis has
also been placed on the social dynamics in the collective action against Belo
Monte (Scholz et al. 2003) and the role of big enterprises involved in the financ-
ing,  construction,  and operation of  the hydropower plant  (Hall  and Branford
2012). Other studies have addressed the relationship between society and na-
ture in the Belo Monte context (Fleury and Almeida 2013) and the discourse of
the  Xingu  Forever  Alive  Movement  (Movimento  Xingu  Vivo  Para  Sempre,
MXVPS) – an organization that is also the focus of this study (Silva 2011).9 An in-
teresting study on how political opportunities influence the advocacy strategies

8 The Panel of Experts consists of scholars from various disciplines and areas of expertise who
are affiliated with diverse institutions of education and research. Their areas of expertise in-
clude biology, ecology, economics, electrical engineering and energy planning, family farming
and sustainable development, history and civilization studies, geography, hydrology, political
science, public health management, social anthropology, sociology, urban and regional plan-
ning, and zoology.

9 Throughout this study, I refer to the Xingu Forever Alive Movement as Xingu Vivo or the Xingu
Vivo Movement.
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and tactics of the social movement against Belo Monte was published by Brat-
man shortly before the completion of this study (Bratman 2014). Another rele-
vant source of information are the works of anthropologists (see, for example,
Forline and Assis 2004; Ramos n.d.; Turner and Fajans-Turner 2006). With the
exception of Bratman (2014), the works cited above do not analyze the collec-
tive identities and collective action frames prevalent in the social  movement
against the Belo Monte Dam. This study fills the research gap by  investigating
the movement dynamics and the factors that enable the persistence of the col -
lective action and the maintenance of movement cohesion.

But  what exactly constitutes the case in this study? According to Ragin
(1992) cases have to be defined and delineated in a process called “casing”. This
process involves the selection and narrowing of cases on the basis of theoretical
interest and empirical focus (Ragin 1992: 218–222). In terms of the geographical
scope, this study focuses on social movement organizations (SMO) in the munic-
ipality of Altamira and the state capital of Belém. However, frequent reference is
made to incidents of collective action in the neighboring municipalities of Brasil
Novo and Vitória do Xingu. These municipalities will be affected indirectly by the
Belo Monte project. In order to explore the motives and objectives of the local
people, the collective action at the community level, and the characteristics of a
non-Western social movement, the study focuses on grassroots organizations
based in these areas, and explicitly excludes other national and international or-
ganizations. The temporal scope of the study extends from 1989 to 2012, with a
particular focus on the years from 2003 (the beginning of former President Luís
Inácio 'Lula' da Silva's term10) to 2012 (the year of data collection11). The year
2003 has been chosen as the starting point for the investigation period because
Lula supported the construction of Belo Monte and became a key antagonist to
the social movement. Moreover, in hindsight, his administration had severe and
lasting impacts on civil society activism in Altamira. In order to account for the
dynamics throughout the years of his administration, his taking office in 2003
constitutes the starting point of this investigation. As the collection of data in
retrospect involves the risk of memory lapses and the reinterpretation of past
events,  emphasis  is  placed  on  recent  events  and developments.  Hence,  the

10 The former president is internationally known by his nickname, Lula. Brazilians frequently re-
fer to their politicians by their first names. In line with this habit, I refer to former President
Luís Inácio Lula da Silva as Lula and to former President Dilma Vana Rousseff as Dilma through-
out this study. Lula was president of Brazil from 1 January 2003 until 1 January 2011. Dilma
succeeded him and served from 1 January 2011 until 31 August 2016.

11 The terms empirical material and (empirical) data are used interchangeably throughout the
text.
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study provides a snapshot of the social movement at a time when conflicts over
the implementation of the Belo Monte Dam intensified.

While this study focuses on a single case, comparative elements are in-
cluded because the empirical findings are systematically contextualized with ex-
isting knowledge. Hence, this study represents a “single-country study as com-
parison” according to Landman's classification. He argues that “a single-country
study is considered comparative if it uses concepts that are applicable to other
countries,  develops  concepts  that  are  applicable  to  other  countries,  and/or
seeks to make larger inferences that stretch beyond the original country used in
the study” (Landman 2008: 28). This study does not just use concepts that are
applicable to other countries; rather, it problematizes the fact that these con-
cepts were developed in Europe and North America and are now being applied
to  a  South  American  country.  Moreover,  Landman's  classification  raises  the
question of what constitutes comparison. In their assessment of comparative
area studies, Basedau and Köllner distinguish between three types of compari-
son: intra-regional comparison considers entities within a region, inter-regional
comparison analyzes  processes  affecting different  regions,  and cross-regional
comparison examines entities from different regions (Basedau and Köllner 2007:
111–112). While the authors acknowledge that questioning the applicability of
Western concepts in other contexts constitutes “some sort of comparison,” they
do not consider it  “a comparison in the narrow sense”  (Basedau and Köllner
2007: 111). In contrast, I claim that the comparison of theoretical concepts and
empirical phenomena does constitute an essential form of comparison that is
particularly relevant in the fields of area and comparative area studies.12 Area
specialists should question the applicability of Western concepts in non-West-
ern contexts, precisely because of their sensitivity to the local language(s) and
culture(s). Otherwise, they may be accused of imposing their Western ways of
thinking and theorizing onto their research objects (cf. Szanton 2004: 23). This
study emphasizes that comparison is always taking place, not only concerning
theories but also with regard to methodologies and general conceptualizations
of social science research. The inconsistencies uncovered by this form of com-
parison (a comparison in the broader sense) represent findings in and of them-
selves and inform the subsequent research. Moreover, identifying discrepancies
between theoretical concepts and empirical phenomena contributes to refining
theory and future research projects.

12 This view is shared by Cappai, who states that any investigation of foreign culture constitutes a
comparison with the researcher's own culture (Cappai 2005: 48).
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By their very nature, single case studies have a low level of generalizabili -
ty. This forces the researcher to specify under which circumstances the findings
are true. As area studies are generally limited in their geographical scope, they
have been particularly criticized for taking a merely descriptive, ideographic ap-
proach that is unsuitable for generalization and theory building. However, area
studies research is by no means less theory-driven than other social science re-
search  and  can  therefore  contribute  to  “testing,  critiquing,  confirming,  or
marginally elaborating or refining, some larger (possibly theoretical) generaliza-
tions”  (Szanton 2004: 21). Moreover, the explanatory power of studies can be
improved by breaking down the unit of analysis and thus increasing the number
of observations (Landman 2008: 91). Research on collective action has taken ad-
vantage of this strategy by investigating empirical phenomena at a lower level of
aggregation – namely, the individual or a group of people (Landman 2008: 92).
Landman's compilation shows that  single-country studies on collective action
have challenged popular wisdom and enhanced concepts and methods in the
field of social movement research, thus supporting Szanton's claim  (Landman
2008: 176–178).

Drawing on these insights, this study takes individual participants in the
social movement against Belo Monte as the unit of analysis. It undertakes a mi-
cropolitical analysis of the social movement participants while at the same time
considering the macro structures that influence them. This approach seems jus-
tified as the agent–structure debate in comparative politics indicates that the
micro and macro levels of analysis are difficult to separate empirically (Landman
2008: 19–20).

1.3 Preliminary Study and Field Research

The study is based almost exclusively on original interview data that was collect-
ed during two field research trips to Brazil. During the first trip to São Paulo,
Brasília, and Rio de Janeiro in the fall of 2011, 31 semistructured interviews with
experts  from  different  disciplines  and  three  interviews  with  activists  in  São
Paulo were conducted.13 These interviews focused on civil society and collective

13 In the context of this study, an expert is a person who has experience in an occupation rele-
vant to the Belo Monte conflict – be it through employment or volunteerism or both – and a
reputation with other experts in the field. Experts can act in private enterprises, civil society
organizations, foundations, think tanks, educational institutions, or in the public sector.  The
selection  and  recruitment  of  experts  was  based  on  a  snowball  system  (Przyborski  and
Wohlrab-Sahr 2010: 72). A complete list of the interviews conducted with experts during the
preliminary study is reproduced in Annex 1.
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action, indigenous and civil rights, development, energy politics and hydroelec-
tricity,  environmentalism  and  sustainability,  the  Brazilian  legal  system,  and
Brazil's international relations. The interviews yielded a vast amount of data that
was not  analyzed systematically  but  informed the overall  conduct  of  the re-
search project.14 Most notably, the findings and experiences from the first re-
search trip resulted in substantial modifications to the theoretical perspective
and methodological approach. The insights gained from field research and their
implications for social movement research and theory building are discussed in
Chapter 6.

During the second research trip to Altamira and Belém in the summer of
2012,  data about the motives and objectives of local  movement participants
and the dynamics inside the social movement against Belo Monte was collect-
ed.15 The interviews with local activists included a semistructured part about
topics derived from social movement literature focusing on interpretive frame-
works, the actors involved in the protest, identity and the perception of others,
and the cooperation enabled by  framing processes and identity work. Despite
the thematic focus, the interviews allowed for extensive answers, thus enabling
interviewees to explicate their understanding of the conflict and of the collec-
tive action, and to describe their personal involvement  at length. In addition,
the interviews included a standardized questionnaire asking about the relation-
ships between people and organizations in the social movement against Belo
Monte. With  very  few  exceptions,  the  interviews  were  conducted  in  Por-
tuguese.16

1.4 Theoretical and Methodological Positioning

Qualitative researchers are commonly concerned with the in-depth analysis of
complex social structures. They “seek to identify and understand the attributes,
characteristics, and traits of the object of inquiry”  (Landman 2008: 20) rather
than breaking it down into neatly separated variables (Mayring 2010: 19). In or-
der to conduct thorough investigations of empirical phenomena, qualitative re-
search often focuses on one case or a limited number of cases. The case study
method is typically associated with the building rather than the testing of social

14 A systematic analysis of the interviews at a later point in time is entirely possible, due to the
methodologically sound approach and the depth of knowledge of the interviewees.

15 The complete list of interviews with activists in Altamira and Belém is reproduced in Annex 2.
16 In Chapter 3, I discuss the benefits and challenges of doing interview research in a foreign lan-

guage.
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theory because it focuses on comprehending the processes that individuals use
and create (Berg 2009: 319–320).

Qualitative research is typically exploratory and inductive, tends to follow
a constructivist approach and to strive towards theory development or refine-
ment. Qualitative researchers are likely to emphasize complexity, holism, and to-
tality in their studies. Accordingly, the collection of qualitative data typically in-
volves a low degree of standardization and quantification (Hollstein and Ullrich
2003: 33–34). In a critical review of the properties of qualitative research, Holl-
stein and Ullrich identify three properties they claim to be constitutive of and
exclusive to qualitative research  (Hollstein and Ullrich 2003: 34–37). These in-
clude, (1) in-depth understanding of meaning (Sinnverstehen), (2)  openness to
the empirical puzzle in the process of data collection, and (3) prevalence of in-
terpretive approaches.

The  in-depth  understanding  of  meaning  is  the  main  objective  of  this
study about the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam. Special atten-
tion is paid to the motives and objectives behind the collective action against
the hydropower project, and to the meanings that activists attribute to the so-
cial conflict and their collective action. The focus on collective identities and col -
lective action frames as central movement dynamics suggests that the study is
based on a constructivist research paradigm (cf. Hollstein and Ullrich 2003: 37).
According to Adler, constructivism is based on the belief that “the identities, in-
terests and behavior of  political  agents are socially constructed by collective
meanings,  interpretations  and  assumptions  about  the  world”  (Adler  1997:
324).17 As identities, motives, and objectives at the individual and the collective
level are the main explanatory factors in this research project, constructivism
provides an adequate analytical framework. As a social theory it  only makes
“minimalist social-theoretic claims”  (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001: 394); there-
fore, it should be combined with more elaborate and specific theories in order
to investigate and understand the processes that characterize a social phenome-
non. Hjelmar (1996) seeks to provide conceptual clarifications on the construc-
tivist view of social movements. He emphasizes that a constructivist perspective
offers the opportunity to include human action into the analysis and thus add
another dimension to the study of political and cultural opportunities and struc-

17 While Adler evaluates the contributions of constructivism in the field of international rela-
tions, his general discussion of its social-epistemological basis is informative for other fields of
research, too. Adler emphasizes that constructivism is not a political but a social theory, mak-
ing it applicable to various disciplines, not just international relations research  (Adler 1997:
323).
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tures.  He  further  suggests  that  scholars  should  study  the  particular  circum-
stances of collective action, as they might be perceived and exploited in differ-
ent ways by different groups (Hjelmar 1996: 182). How social movements recog-
nize and take advantage of opportunities depends on their interpretation of re-
ality.  Constructivism  emphasizes  that  there  is  no  “unifying  political  logic  of
society” (Hjelmar 1996: 182); hence, what is politically significant to one group
may  be  irrelevant  to  another.  Therefore,  a  constructivist  approach  to  social
movement research that reconstructs how a contentious issue gained political
significance represents a bottom-up approach (Hjelmar 1996: 183). According to
Finnemore and Sikkink, social movement researchers tend to be pragmatic in
choosing and combining those methods that best suit their research problem
(Finnemore and Sikkink 2001: 409). In a similar vein, this research project com-
bines different concepts of social movement theory in order to arrive at an ade-
quate theoretical framework.

The study adopts an exploratory design that requires the comprehensive
analysis of the social movement against Belo Monte and the context conditions
that influence it. Special attention is paid to the meaning that the conflict and
the collective action have for local movement participants, to their individual
and collective motives and objectives, and to the role of social movement orga-
nizations.18 Still,  this  research  is  not  merely  descriptive.  As  Finnemore  and
Sikkink emphasize, “understanding how things are put together and how they
occur”  (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001:  394) is  central  to the constructivist  re-
search paradigm, since the structure and functionality of things determine polit -
ical behavior and effects (Landman 2008: 5). In a similar vein, Corbin and Strauss
emphasize  that  “description is  the basis  for  more abstract  interpretations of
data and theory development”  (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 54). In line with this
understanding, the analysis in Chapter 5 focuses on the interviewees' perspec-
tive, while the evaluation in Chapter 6 takes the empirical findings to a higher
level of abstraction.

In terms of the analytical method and procedures, this study is based on
the  grounded  theory  methodology.  This  is  a  well-developed  approach  that
emerged in the 1960s in the field of sociology. GTM focuses on interpersonal re-
lationships and the actions of  individuals in groups and larger social  settings

18 Throughout this study, the terms local activists, local movement participants, or interviewees
are used to refer to participants in the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam who
were interviewed during field research in Altamira and Belém. Unless explicitly stated other-
wise, these terms do not refer to people who participate in other social movements in the re-
gion, nor to people who participate in the social movement against Belo Monte in other parts
of Brazil or in other countries.
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(Mey and Mruck 2009: 101–102). Due to its microsociological perspective, it has
been applied in a variety of disciplines and in interdisciplinary research. Howev-
er, its application in political science is a relatively recent phenomenon (Oertzen
2006: 146). The objective of GTM is to investigate individual and social practices
by taking empirical findings to a higher level of abstraction and developing hy-
potheses and/or middle-range theories that are empirically grounded – hence
the name grounded theory  (Mey and Mruck  2009:  104;  Oertzen 2006:  146;
Strauss 1998: 50–51). As a comprehensive research program, GTM offers a vari-
ety of instruments and procedures that enable researchers to use it in the most
diverse projects. However,  this methodological  freedom requires that the re-
searcher explicate her approach and critically reflect upon the objectives, proce-
dures, and results of her study. In line with these requirements, the method and
procedures of this study are elaborated in Chapter 3.

1.5 Western Thinking in non-Western Cases: Conceptual Challenges

There is an extensive body of literature on civil society and social movements in
Latin America in general, and in Brazil in particular. The works are authored both
by area experts from Europe and North America and by scholars stemming from
the region. Interestingly, social movement theories and concepts that were de-
veloped in the global North have entered the scholarly debate and are frequent-
ly applied to the local context. However, a number of Latin American scholars
have demonstrated to be sensitive to the challenges arising from the European
and North American influence upon academia in Brazil, and the applicability of
Western theories and concepts in non-Western case studies  (see, for example,
Gohn 2008; Scherer-Warren and Lüchmann 2004; Scherer-Warren 2015).

Almost  all  of  the  contemporary  literature  on  civil  society  and  social
movements assumes that civil society represents an autonomous sphere that is
separate from the family, the state, and the economy (Kocka 2004: 68; Zinecker
2011: 3–5). Moreover, the term carries a strong positive connotation, as civil so-
ciety  is  commonly  associated  with  freedom,  pluralism  and  social  autonomy
(Kocka 2004: 67–68). However, the implicit  meanings and assumptions about
the concept call its applicability in non-Western case studies into question  (Zi-
necker 2011: 1; also see, Abers and von Bülow 2011; Alvarez et al. 1998). Empir-
ical research shows that, due to different context conditions, civil society in non-
Western countries often mingles with state institutions or commercial undertak-
ings  (Alvarez et al. 1998: 9; Zinecker 2011: 6). As a consequence, the study of
contentious politics provides conceptual challenges because some Western pre-
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sumptions (for example, about civil society's separation from the state) do not
hold true (Abers and von Bülow 2011: 62–64). As Abers and von Bülow assert,

“[t]his assumption impedes the capture of some of the complex relation-
ships that exist between people in the state apparatus and those that act
on behalf of social movement organizations. If we think of the state as a
homogeneous block that operates in a distinct organizational space we
can hardly recognize networks that cross the boundaries between state
and civil society as an important part of social movements”  (Abers and
von Bülow 2011: 64, author’s translation).

Hence, theories and concepts developed in the Western context cannot neces-
sarily be applied to non-Western case studies without modification.19 In many
regions of the world the analysis of social movements requires an assessment of
their relations with the state and political parties  (Abers and von Bülow 2011:
64). The overlap of social movements and the state in many policy fields in Brazil
can be traced back to the transition to democracy in the 1980s and the consoli -
dation of democracy in the last two decades. In cases where social movements
supported the creation of government agencies in the early years of democracy,
activists were likely to be included in the staffing of key positions (Abers and von
Bülow 2011: 67). Moreover, alliances between individuals inside and outside the
state apparatus have led to the creation of new social movements  (Abers and
von Bülow 2011: 68). Hence, on the one hand, the transition to democracy and
the Brazilian constitution of 1988 opened spaces for popular participation in
governance processes in a number of key areas including health care, social as-
sistance,  the environment,  and urban organization  (Avritzer 2009:  2).  On the
other hand, there is disagreement among social movements about the implica-
tions of a close cooperation with the state. Some movements take advantage of
their close ties with the state and seek to promote their demands, whereas oth-
er movements strictly reject these possibilities (Abers and von Bülow 2011: 66).
In any way, a conceptualization of civil society that purports a strict separation
of civil society, family, state, and economy is not suitable in contexts where so-
cial movements are likely to have close relationships with the state. As Avritzer
claims,

19 It should be noted, however, that the division line with respect to the concept of civil society
does not necessarily run between Western and non-Western countries. This means, civil soci-
ety in Western countries is not always political, democratic and nonviolent as purported by
the concept. At the same time, civil society in non-Western states is not always “uncivilized”
as would be the converse argument.
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“[p]olitical parties and political society remained undertheorized in most
of the literature of participation, because of the elitist character of the lit -
erature or the antisystemic conceptions of social movements theory. Par-
ticularly in Brazil, where the Workers Party (called the PT) has led the
way in introducing participatory arrangements, the connection between
political parties and civil society in implementing forms of participation
became a key variable – but one that is not explained in theory” (Avritzer
2009: 7).

These findings demonstrate that scholars investigating civil  society and social
movements in Brazil should pay special attention to the definition of their key
concepts. This study seeks to address the challenges in two ways. First, it prob-
lematizes the relationship between civil society and the Workers' Party. To that
effect, I outline my assumptions about the relationship between the two in the
sensitizing concepts (cf. Chapter 3) and address the issue throughout the analy-
sis (cf. Chapter 5). Second, the analytical approach based on the grounded theo-
ry methodology, which focuses on building concepts from the data, ensures that
empirical findings are not “forced” into existing theoretical categories. Rather,
the categories that are developed throughout the analysis reflect the intervie-
wees' understandings of the social phenomena that are addressed in the re-
search.

1.6 Outline of the Study

The study is divided into six chapters. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical frame-
work for this study. Based on a brief review of the relevant literature, I develop
the theoretical concepts guiding the analysis. Although this study seeks to re-
construct the meaning of the Belo Monte conflict for local activists and the dy-
namics in the social movement, a purely inductive approach is unfeasible, as any
research project has to determine its research interest, objective, and proce-
dures. Hence, this chapter defines and operationalizes the theoretical concepts
that are central in this study – namely, collective action, social movement, col-
lective identity, framing, and collective action frames. 

Chapter  3 discusses the methods and procedures applied in this study.
The empirical analysis is based almost exclusively on original data obtained from
semistructured interviews that were conducted in Altamira and Belém in 2012.
In this chapter, I discuss my approach to data collection and data analysis in the
context  of  the grounded theory  methodology.  Particular  attention is  paid  to
quality standards in  qualitative empirical  research and to  the implications of
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conducting interview research in a foreign language. Moreover, I discuss my pre-
vious knowledge and assumptions, which I set forth in the sensitizing concepts.

Chapter 4 introduces the reader to the Amazon state of Pará and to the
Belo Monte conflict. I give an overview of the settlement, national integration,
and socioeconomic development of the region and discuss the legal basis for
the implementation of  large infrastructure  projects  in  the Brazilian  Amazon.
Moreover,  the chapter  outlines  the historic development of  the Belo Monte
conflict from the 1980s until 2012 and introduces the relevant actors. The objec-
tive of this chapter is to draw attention to the particular problems in the region
and their implications for the development and maintenance of a social move-
ment.

Chapter  5 is the centerpiece of this study. Here I present the detailed
analysis of the empirical data along the lines of the existing theoretical concepts
defined in Chapter 2 and the core categories that emerged from the empirical
analysis. Section 5.1 outlines the historical development of civil society organiza-
tions in Altamira and introduces the relevant actors. In Section 5.2, I reconstruct
the personal, social, and collective identities of local activists in Altamira and
Belém from the original data. Identities form an integral part of the analysis, be-
cause they are assumed to contribute to the persistence of collective action and
the maintenance of movement cohesion. Section 5.3 provides an in-depth anal-
ysis of the collective action frames and framing processes. It  emphasizes the
Belo Monte diagnostic frame, and the divergence of the collective action frame
that eventually contributed to the fragmentation of the movement and to the
definition of two different prognostic frames. In Section 5.4, I discuss the central
dynamics within the social  movement against  Belo Monte and introduce the
core categories of my study – that is, cohesion and fragmentation. The concept
of fragmentation was not originally included in the theoretical framework and
emerged from the original data as an in-vivo code. I briefly review the current
state of research on factionalism in social movements in an excursus. Then I an-
alyze the internal and external factors that promoted the fragmentation of the
movement. The chapter closes with a preliminary conclusion on cohesion and
fragmentation in the social movement against Belo Monte.

While Chapter  5 focuses on reconstructing meaning from the activists'
point of view, Chapter 6 takes the empirical discussion to a higher level of ab-
straction. I present the insights I gained from the analysis of identity work, fram-
ing processes, cohesion, and fragmentation, and assess the study's contribution
to the existing knowledge on social movements. Moreover, I evaluate my sensi-
tizing concepts in terms of their relevance and adequacy, and discuss the extent
to which social movement theory and concepts can be applied to non-Western
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case studies. Finally, I review the appropriateness of the method and procedures
and discuss the study's implications for future research.
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What  motivates  people  to  dedicate  time  and  effort  to  the  collective  action
against Belo Monte – especially as the context conditions are adverse to the mo-
bilization and maintenance of a social movement and chances for success are
slim? What  meanings  do  activists  attribute  to  the  conflict  over  hydropower
projects at the Xingu River and to their collective action against them? These are
the core  questions in  the analysis  of  the social  movement  against  the Belo
Monte Dam, and they can best be addressed with two theoretical approaches
that focus on the movement participants: the collective identity approach and
the framing approach. Collective identity refers to a feeling of belonging to oth-
er people, groups, organizations, or – in more abstract terms – institution(s). It is
conceptualized in this study as an individual attribute based on a social psycho-
logical perspective. While the study analyzes whom the social movement partic-
ipants identify with, it also considers how collective identity is integrated with
an activist's personal and social identities. Framing, in turn, refers to the efforts
that groups of people undertake for the purpose of developing common under-
standings of the world and the events surrounding them. Until the 1970s, fram-
ing processes and identity work were clearly subordinated to structures and
processes in social  movement research. However,  they have come to promi-
nence in recent years and seem particularly adequate for this research, as I will
demonstrate in the following.

Given the exploratory character of  this  study and the research design
based on grounded theory methodology, I argue that theoretical concepts can-
not be “applied” directly to the empirical material. However, a purely inductive
approach is not feasible either, because the researcher has to define her re-
search interest, objective, and procedures. In this study, the collective identity
approach and the framing approach are the theoretical perspectives that guide
the analysis. Concepts stemming from the literature, such as collective action,
social movement, collective identity, and collective action frame, are used to de-
note the phenomena I am interested in. They are operationalized so as to guide
the sampling,  the development  of  interview guides,  and the data collection.
However, they are disregarded in the initial phase of the data analysis (coding)
in order to allow for an emergence of original concepts that reflect the intervie-
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wees' perceptions.20 To this effect, the analysis focuses on the relevance systems
of the research participants in order to understand how they make sense of the
events, actions, and conditions around them.21 In a later phase of the research,
concepts stemming from the literature are systematically compared to the em-
pirically grounded concepts derived from the analysis. The purpose of this com-
parison is to refine existing concepts and to evaluate the applicability of West-
ern concepts in non-Western case studies. In Chapter 3, I discuss how a research
design based on grounded theory methodology can be reconciled with the pre-
vious specification of a theoretical framework. Moreover, I reflect upon my pre-
vious knowledge and preliminary assumptions, which I set forth in the sensitiz-
ing concepts.

The present chapter focuses on the conceptualization of central theoreti-
cal concepts with a view to developing a conceptual framework that determines
the research perspective  and guides the analysis.  Section  2.1 introduces the
reader  to the study of  collective action,  its  research strands and conceptual
backgrounds. Section 2.2 defines the concept of social movement and discusses
its network character. The conceptualization of a social movement as a network
entails a focus on collective identity. Therefore, the collective identity approach
and the impact of collective identity on movement cohesion are discussed in
Section  2.3. Section  2.4 elaborates on the framing approach and explains the
characteristics and functions of the collective action frame. In Section 2.5, I dis-
cuss the differences between collective identity and framing because the con-
cepts are closely related. The concept of cohesion is discussed and defined in
Section  2.6. In the final section (2.7), I define the central theoretical concepts
that guide the data collection and analysis.

20 It is impossible to completely neglect theoretical concepts in the course of the data analysis.
However, in order to avoid the inconsiderate influence of my previous knowledge, assump-
tions, and beliefs on the interpretation of primary data, I reflect upon these concepts and dis -
close my previous ideas in the sensitizing concepts in Chapter  3 (also see Kelle 2011: 251;
Kruse 2015: 479–484).

21 According to Alfred Schütz, all human actions are based on relevance structures. Relevance
structures determine how people interpret situations and how they relate new experiences to
existing knowledge (Schütz and Luckmann 2003: 253). All relevance structures taken together
make up a person's relevance system. It is unique in that it comprises a person's attitudes,
motives, past experiences, and extant knowledge (Schütz and Luckmann 2003: 305–312).
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2.1 The Study of Collective Action

Social  scientists are interested in diverse forms of collective action,  including
crowds, riots, interest groups, movements, gangs, revolutions, etc. The system-
atic  study of  these phenomena is  based on analytical  approaches stemming
from social psychology, sociology, and political science. In the first half of the
20th century collective behavior was commonly associated with deprivation and
social crisis  (Klandermans et al. 1988: 2). However, with the emergence of so-
called new social movements during the late 1960s and early 1970s scholars
started to focus on the processes of mobilization and social movement activity
(Della Porta and Diani 2006: 8).22 Since the late 1980s, the collective identity ap-
proach and the framing approach have come to prominence in social movement
theory and research  (Benford and Snow 2000: 612; Snow and McAdam 2000:
41). These approaches are based on early works of symbolic interactionism, so-
ciology, and social psychology; however, they break with the earlier perception
of collective action as irrational and destructive behavior  (Gamson 1992:  54;
Polletta and Jasper 2001: 283; Snow and Oliver 1995: 573; Stryker et al. 2000a:
3–4). Instead, the collective identity approach and the framing approach adopt
the focus on human interaction that is prevalent in these research traditions.
Symbolic  interactionism is  based  on  the  American  philosophical  tradition  of
pragmatism, and stresses that social meanings and social order are created and
maintained though human interaction and negotiation (Sandstrom et al. 2010:
2).23 People observe their environment; they interpret it and respond to it based
on past experiences. In doing so, they give meaning to the people and objects
around them. Erving Goffman, a scholar from the Second Chicago School, ar-
gued that people use frameworks to make sense of the events they see in daily
life.  Frameworks  provide  them  with  “schemata  of  interpretation”  that  give
meaning to something that would otherwise be meaningless  (Goffman 1974:
21; also see Münch 2004: 283–284). Frameworks have varying degrees of orga-
nization ranging from precise systems of rules to loose bundles of understand-
ings  (Goffman 1974: 21). In order to interpret a situation, people tend to use

22 New social movement theory is based on European traditions of political philosophy and so-
cial theory. It developed as a reaction to the failure of extant theories to explain the new
forms of political participation that emerged in the 1960s. Major theorists of new social move-
ment theory include Manuel Castells, Alain Touraine, Alberto Melucci, and Jürgen Habermas
(Buechler 1995).

23 George H. Mead, a leading scholar of the Chicago School, is credited for having introduced the
pragmatist philosophy to sociology (Sandstrom et al. 2010: 4–5). However, the term symbolic
interactionism was introduced by his student Herbert G. Blumer (Sandstrom et al. 2010: 7).
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several frameworks at the same time (Goffman 1974: 25). Hence, frameworks
form a constitutive element of  the belief  system of  a social  group  (Goffman
1974: 27). As a consequence, symbolic interactionists believe that research in
the social sciences has to focus on human agency, interaction, and meaning in
order to understand social life (Sandstrom et al.  2010: 2–3). This perspective
had a significant impact on the study of social movements, in that scholars like
Erving Goffman, Robert  Benford,  Francesca Polletta,  and David Snow,  among
others, have integrated the key concepts into social movement theory and con-
tinue working on them (see below).

Among the different strands in social movement research, this study fo-
cuses on collective identities and collective action frames as the theoretical per-
spectives for analysis. These concepts seem most adequate to explain the per-
sistence of the collective action and the maintenance of movement cohesion in
the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam.

2.2 Social Movement Theory

Social movements are commonly perceived as a particular form of collective ac-
tion. Defined in general terms, collective action is characterized by the joint ac-
tion of at least two individuals who are pursuing a common goal  (Snow et al.
2008: 6). As this is true for many forms of everyday behavior, scholars have in-
troduced the differentiation between institutionalized and non-institutionalized
behavior as a basic criterion for classification. While interest groups and political
parties have access to or even form part of political institutions, social move-
ments are considered challengers to established structures that pursue their ob-
jectives through noninstitutional  means (Snow et  al.  2008:  6–7;  Staggenborg
2008: 5). Beyond this attribute, however, scholars have not been able to develop
a  common  definition  of  the  phenomenon  they  investigate  (Gohn  2000:  11;
Snow et al. 2008: 6; Staggenborg 2008: 5). While reviews of the relevant litera-
ture identify a number of common dimensions in the various conceptualizations
of social movement (see, for example, Diani 1992; Opp 2009), they also find that
definitions remain heterogeneous and “surprisingly unclear”  (Opp 2009:  37).
The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements identifies five conceptual axes
that are present in most definitions (Snow et al. 2008: 6): (1) collective or joint
action, (2) change-oriented goals or claims, (3) some extra- or noninstitutional
collective action, (4) some degree of organization, and (5) some degree of tem-
poral continuity. Based on these attributes, Snow and colleagues propose to de-
fine social movements as “collectivities acting with some degree of organization
and continuity outside of institutional or organizational channels for the pur-
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pose of challenging or defending extant authority, whether it is institutionally or
culturally based, in the group, organization, society, culture, or world order of
which they are a part”  (Snow et  al.  2008:  11).  Despite the conceptual  rigor,
these authors emphasize that social movements cannot always be clearly sepa-
rated from crowds or interest groups. This is because social movements may
support crowd behavior and/or cooperate with interest groups in order to pro-
mote their claims (Snow et al. 2008: 8). Diani proposes an alternative conceptu-
alization of social movement that focuses on (1) conflictual collective action, (2)
dense informal networks, and (3) collective identity as the central dimensions of
social movements  (Diani 2003: 301–306; also  see Della Porta and Diani 2006:
20–21). He defines social movement as “a network of informal interactions be-
tween a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations, engaged in a politi-
cal or cultural conflict, on the basis of a shared collective identity” (Diani 1992:
13).24

The two definitions presented above both emphasize that the existence
of a social movement depends upon (1) a political or cultural conflict, and (2) a
social or political opponent (Diani and Bison 2004: 283; Diani 1992: 13; Snow et
al. 2008: 11). Moreover, Diani points out three aspects that seem particularly
relevant for the study of the social movement against Belo Monte but are less
prevalent in other conceptualizations. These are (1) the differentiation between
social  movement  and social  movement  organization  (SMO),  (2)  the network
character of a social movement, and (3) the existence of a shared collective
identity as the basis for interaction in a social movement.

The  analysis  of  social  movements  with  formal  network  approaches
gained importance in the 1990s. However, the idea that people are embedded
in larger structures (social networks) that influence individual and collective ac-
tions dates back to the 1950s.25 Individuals, groups, and organizations maintain
relations of various types with other people and organizations (Diani 2002: 189).
These exchanges are by no means incidental – by contrast, they reveal dynamics
of interaction between the different actors of a social movement that are of par-
ticular interest in social movement research.

But what exactly is a network? Everyday conceptualizations and a large
number of scholarly works use the term to refer to a mode of organization that

24 Diani's work is also perceived in Brazil. A translation of his 2004 article with Ivano Bison (Diani
and Bison 2004) was published in the Brazilian Revista Brasileira de Ciência Política, No. 3 in
2010.

25 Among the early proponents who are frequently quoted by social network researchers is soci -
ologist George Simmel (Skvoretz and Faust 1999: 254; Diani 2009: 64–65; Scott 2000: 9; Well-
man 1988: 23).
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implies informal relationships or even the opposite of hierarchical  structures
(Christopoulos 2008: 475; Hafner-Burton et al. 2009: 561).26 By contrast, formal
Social Network Analysis works with a conceptualization that is based on mathe-
matical graph theory and defines a social network as a “set of actors and the
ties among them” (Wasserman and Faust 1994: 9). While appearing very basic,
this definition rids the concept of any premature assumptions – for example, the
absence of hierarchy between actors – and allows scholars to study the network
structure and its impact on individuals and groups (Wasserman and Faust 1994:
9). The degrees of organization, formality, and hierarchy within a network can
differ across actors, and they can be assessed at different levels of analysis – for
example, at the level of the entire network, the subgroup, or the individual ac-
tor (cf. Snow et al. 2008: 10). 

The network perspective ties in well with the differentiation between so-
cial movement and SMOs. While the social movement as a whole takes the form
of a network, individuals, groups, and organizations represent the set of actors.
The differentiation between social movements and social movement organiza-
tions was first proposed  by McCarthy and Zald  (McCarthy and Zald 1977) and
has been followed by a number of scholars  (Opp 2009: 36; Snow and Oliver
1995: 571). In this perspective, a social movement is conceptualized as “a set of
opinions and beliefs in a population which represents preferences for changing
some elements of their social structure and/or reward distribution of a society”
(McCarthy and Zald 1977: 1217–1218). The social movement does not consist in
people, but it is evoked by their shared opinions and beliefs. Individual activists
enter into this comparatively abstract definition through their affiliation with a
social  movement  organization  –  that  is  “a  complex,  or  formal,  organization
which identifies its goals with the preferences of a social movement or a coun-
termovement  and  attempts  to  implement  those  goals”  (McCarthy  and  Zald
1977: 1218).27 This definition of an SMO includes many of the aforementioned

26 This conceptualization also seems to be prevalent among the experts interviewed during the
preliminary study in São Paulo, Brasília, and Rio de Janeiro in 2011.

27 The term organization is disputed and some authors prefer to offer examples of organizations
instead of a definition of the term (Reinhold et al. 1997: 476). Basic agreement exists on the
general characteristics of an organization. In a broad sense, an organization is “a type of col -
lectivity established for the pursuit of specific aims or goals, characterized by a formal struc-
ture of rules, authority relations, a division of labour and limited membership or admission”
(Jary and Jary 1991: 444). The existence of common goals is a particularly controversial aspect,
as individuals and groups within an organization may hold diverse and competing goals. It is
an empirical question how common goals are defined and who is involved in these processes.
A general distinction is made between formal organizations that seek to establish common
goals through rewards and punishment, and informal organizations that negotiate goals and
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dimensions that are commonly referred to in definitions of a social movement
(Opp 2009: 36; Snow et al. 2008). Diani emphatically promotes the differentia-
tion  between  social  movements  and  SMOs in  his  works  (Diani  1992,  2003),
claiming that social movements are less formal in terms of membership and less
coordinated in terms of interaction and internal regulation than SMOs  (Diani
2003: 302). From his point of view, the differentiation allows for a closer analysis
of the relationship between social movements, parties, and interest groups, as it
breaks with the treatment of social movements as a specific type of organiza-
tion (Diani 2003: 304). The network perspective and the differentiation between
social movements and SMOs shift the analytical focus from the attributes of in-
dividual organizations to the relationships between organizations, thus leading
to a conceptualization that is inherently relational. According to Diani, SMOs are
“all those groups who identify themselves, and are identified by others, as part
of the same movement, and exchange on that basis” (Diani 2003: 305).

Diani's conceptualization, which emphasizes social movement organiza-
tions, the network character, and the existence of a shared collective identity,
seems particularly adequate for the analysis of the social movement against the
Belo Monte Dam. Secondary literature on Altamira shows that the city has an
active civil  society with some individuals taking decisive roles in its  activities
(Umbuzeiro and Umbuzeiro 2012). It is plausible to assume that participants in
the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam know each other from earlier
incidents of collective action and are thus connected through relationships of
collaboration,  friendship,  opposition,  etc.  The conceptualization of  the social
movement as a network enables an in-depth analysis of local activists' personal
backgrounds, their experiences with collective action, and their relationships.
Moreover, this conceptualization contributes to solving a conceptual discrepan-
cy in the analysis of the social movement against Belo Monte. While the collec-
tive  identity  approach is  commonly  associated with  the study  of  new social
movements, which promote postmaterialist values, the collective action against
Belo Monte is characterized by materialist and postmaterialist values.28 Conse-
quently, one might question the usefulness of the collective identity approach

procedures within organizations (Jary and Jary 1991: 444–445). As I will discuss in Chapter 5,
the organizations involved in the Belo Monte conflict  include formal organizations like the
Catholic Church, which relies heavily on hierarchy and lines of authority to define common
goals and procedures, and informal organizations like the various grassroots organizations in-
volved in the social movement against Belo Monte, some of which deliberately dispense with
leadership.

28 In Chapter 6, I discuss how materialist and postmaterialist values are reconciled in the social
movement against Belo Monte.
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and the framing approach in this particular case study. On the contrary, I pro-
pose that the collective identity and framing perspectives are particularly ade-
quate to address the heterogeneity and complexity that characterize this partic-
ular movement. As discussed in the introduction, the strong heterogeneity of
movement participants, difficult socioeconomic conditions, and other obstacles
to mobilization – for example, power asymmetries and repression, among oth-
ers – hamper the mobilization and target-oriented interaction of movement par-
ticipants. If  we think of the social movement as a network of actors, we can
imagine that people and organizations are connected to each other through var-
ious relationships. These relationships influence the interaction between local
activists and their collective action against Belo Monte. According to Diani, the
network perspective is inherently concerned with identity dynamics (Diani 2003:
305). It is therefore particularly adequate for assessing the impact of collective
identities on the persistence of the collective action and the maintenance of
movement cohesion in the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam.29

Beyond  the  differentiation  between  social  movement  and  SMO,  the
study focuses on the individual social movement participant, defined as a per-
son who is not necessarily affiliated with a group or organization but who partic -
ipates in the collective action on a regular basis.30 The study focuses explicitly on
the “plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations” (Diani 1992: 13) in the
social movement against Belo Monte in order to study the dynamics of identity
work on the personal and collective level. Moreover, the focus on individuals
takes into account that, empirically speaking, SMOs seem to play a subordinate
role in the collective action against the Belo Monte  Dam.31 The differentiation
between the social movement, the social movement organization, and the indi-
vidual social movement participant adds conceptual clarity and allows for a de-
tailed analysis of the activists' motives and objectives.

29 However, it should be noted that Diani's conceptualization of identity is based on the work of
Melucci who adopts a structural cultural perspective of identity. By contrast, this study builds
on a social psychological perspective of collective identity, as I will explain further below. The
different conceptualizations do not compromise the adequacy of a network perspective; how-
ever, they require a thorough discussion and conceptualization of identity.

30 Consequently, data is gathered and analyzed at the level of the individual (cf. Chapter 3).
31 I gained this insight during my field research trip to Altamira and Belém and discuss its imp li-

cations in Chapter 6.
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2.3 The Collective Identity Approach

Since the early  1990s,  identity is  considered a constitutive element of social
movements (Daphi 2011: 13; Della Porta and Diani 2006: 21; Melucci 1988; Pol-
letta and Jasper 2001; Snow and McAdam 2000). While the concept is frequent-
ly used in different disciplines and addressed from different angles, it remains
an abstract and “slippery” concept that is left unclear and vague in many studies
(Daphi and Rucht 2011: 2; Flesher Fominaya 2010a: 393; Stryker et al. 2000A: 5).

Sociologists and social psychologists generally differentiate between dis-
tinct types of identity, including personal identity and social or collective identi-
ty/-ies (Rucht 1995: 10). However, they disagree on the type and number of lev-
els where identity formation takes places. For example, Simon identifies identity
formations at the personal and collective level. He proposes to dispense with
the term social identity as it implies that its counterpart, personal identity, was
antisocial  (Simon 2011: 40). Rucht, on the other hand, presents four types of
identity: (1) physical identity, (2) role identity, (3) organizational identity, and (4)
collective identity. He emphasizes that the latter three types are socially con-
structed and inherently unstable (Rucht 2011a: 26–27). Another conceptualiza-
tion that is frequently used in social movement research and that I adopt for
this study dates back to Snow. He differentiates between the personal, social,
and collective identities of an individual (Snow 2001: 2213). According to Snow,
personal identity is built up of self-designations and self-attributions, whereas
social identity is attributed by others. The latter designates actors to a specific
social space based on their social role (for example, their profession) or their be-
longing to a social group or category (for example, their ethnicity) (Snow 2001:
2212–2213).  The concept of collective identity is particularly relevant for the
study of social movements, as collective identities have been found to contrib-
ute to movement cohesion (Flesher Fominaya 2010b: 377). Snow defines collec-
tive identity as being “constituted by a shared and interactive sense of 'we-ness'
and 'collective agency'” (Snow 2001: 2213). The sense of belonging to a collec-
tivity (we) is based on shared attributes and experiences, and constructed in
contrast to other actors (them). Scholars agree that the differentiation between
in-group and out-group has a strong influence on the development of a collec-
tive identity. Moreover, the external environment pays an important role in the
definition  of  movement  boundaries.  Social  and  political  actors  outside  the
movement may accept, deny, or oppose the in-group/out-group differentiation,
thus recognizing the social movement as a relevant actor (Melucci 1996: 73). In-
side the social movement, the shared sense of we-ness fosters collective agency
(Rucht 1995: 10, 2002: 330; Snow 2001: 2213).
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Besides the disagreement about the types and number of identity/-ies,
social movement scholars base their identity concept on different perspectives –
namely, the structural cultural perspective and the social psychological perspec-
tive. The structural cultural perspective treats collective identity as a collective
attribute that becomes salient in rituals, styles, and narratives (Daphi 2011: 18–
19; Hunt and Benford 2008: 434–435). For example, Alberto Melucci – who has
made important contributions to social movement theory from a structural cul-
tural perspective – defines collective identity as “an interactive and shared defi -
nition produced by several individuals and concerned with the orientations of
action and the field of opportunities and constraints in which the action takes
place” (Melucci 1988: 342). In contrast, scholars sharing the social psychological
perspective refer to collective identity as an individual attribute and seeks to ex-
plain a person's identification with a collective  (Daphi 2011: 18–19; Hunt and
Benford 2008: 435–436). From their point of view,  the structural cultural per-
spective tends to neglect individual actors' involvement in movement activities
(Stryker 2000: 23). Hence, there is substantial disagreement on whether collec-
tive identity is  a personal  or  a collective attribute  (Daphi  2011:  18;  also see
Flesher  Fominaya  2010a;  Hunt  and Benford  2008;  Polletta  and  Jasper  2001;
Snow and McAdam 2000).

This study adopts a social psychological perspective and builds on the
conceptualization of personal, social, and collective identities proposed by Snow
(2001). Accordingly, collective identity is treated as an individual attribute and
analyzed at the level of the social movement participant. This approach seems
to be most adequate for analyzing the actors' identities and the relationship be-
tween personal, social, and collective identities, as is the objective of this study.
Snow's conceptualization of identity is appropriate for this research for two rea-
sons. First, the differentiation between social identity, which is ascribed by oth-
ers, and collective identity, which is based on a sense of belonging, is empirically
relevant in the case of Brazil. The conceptual distinction between self-classifica-
tion and ascription is missing in other conceptualizations – for example, in the
work of Simon (2011). The practical value of this differentiation becomes appar-
ent, for example, in the fundamental changes in Brazilian racial policy in recent
years. In the early years of this century, the Brazilian government adopted mea-
sures of affirmative action in the public sector and in higher education. As a con-
sequence, many Brazilian universities implemented quotas for the admission of
disadvantaged students based on race and/or socioeconomic conditions. Most
universities rely (at least partially) on self-classification for the evaluation of eli -
gibility. However, as self-classification and ascription by others may produce dif-
ferent results, the procedures are contested (Htun 2004; Schwartzman 2008). As
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this example shows, the conceptual distinction between ascribed identity (that
is, social identity) and a sense of we-ness developed by a group of actors (that
is, collective identity) is empirically relevant in Brazil. Second, the conceptualiza-
tion of identities on the basis of self-classification and ascription adds more ana-
lytical value than, for example, the distinction between role identity, organiza-
tional identity, and collective identity proposed by Rucht  (2011a). These three
types of identity refer to a persons' sense of belonging to a collective, be it a so-
cial group, an organization, a movement, or – in more abstract terms – an insti -
tution. Hence, they can be considered three different types of collective identi-
ty. But what is their analytical value? On the one hand, I agree with Rucht that a
differentiation is useful when analyzing the processes of identity work in collec-
tives, because it is plausible to assume that social movements have to engage in
more identity work than formal organizations given the lack of clear boundaries
and authorized representatives (Rucht 2011a: 27). On the other hand, I propose
that it is even more important to ask: who identifies an actor with a collective?
Does the actor identify him-/herself with a collective, or do others designate the
actor to a specific social space? In this  sense, self-classification and ascription
should be understood as factors that influence the development of identities in
a person. In contrast to Rucht, Snow offers a conceptual distinction between col-
lective identity (based on self-classification) and social identity (based on ascrip -
tion) that results in analytical clarity and parsimony. Hence, this study adopts
the conceptualization of  personal,  social,  and collective identity proposed by
Snow (2001).

The social psychological perspective on identity and social movements
has been further elaborated in recent years by Stryker, Owens, White, and oth-
ers.32 Polletta and Jasper conceptualize collective identity as “an individual's cog-
nitive, moral, and emotional connection with a broader community, category,
practice, or institution. It is a perception of a shared status or relation, which
may be imagined rather than experienced directly, and it is distinct from person-
al  identities,  although it  may form part  of  a personal  identity”  (Polletta  and
Jasper 2001: 285). This definition locates collective identity at the level of the in-
dividual and alludes to the relationship between personal, social, and collective
identity. According to the social psychological perspective, people have multiple
identities that are organized hierarchically and become salient in different situa-
tions. That is to say, identity is a cognitive schema pertaining to the expectations
for behavior that we have of a person with a particular role and corresponding

32 See, for example, the volume edited by Stryker and colleagues (2000b) and the article by Pol-
letta and Jasper (2001).
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identity. Identity salience refers to the readiness of a person to act out a particu-
lar identity at a particular point in time when the person takes on the corre-
sponding role (Stryker 2000: 33–34). While the relationship between the differ-
ent identities of an individual remains unclear, scholars generally agree that the
three different types of identities interact and overlap (Flesher Fominaya 2010a:
397; Polletta and Jasper 2001: 285; Snow 2001: 2213). Moreover, they propose
that  collective identity  amounts  to  more than the aggregate of  the personal
identities of a group of people (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 298).

Much research has also been done on the emergence and construction
of collective identity through a process of identity work (Rucht 2002: 331; Snow
2001: 2213). Identity work is defined as “the range of activities people engage
in, both individually and collectively, to signify and express who they are and
what they stand for in relation or contrast to some set of others” (Snow 2001:
2216). Rucht emphasizes that social movements depend on extensive identity
work in order to avoid fragmentation (Rucht 2002: 331). Especially those social
movements  whose  collective  identities  are  not  characterized  by  primoridial
characteristics such as race or gender have to engage in discerning identity con-
structions (Rucht 1995: 19–20). As collective identity is constantly in the making
it cannot constitute a precondition for social movements but rather represents
“an  (interstage)  product  of  repeated  interaction”  (Rucht  1995:  14,  author’s
translation). Nonetheless, empirical research suggests that collective identities
also rely on the characteristics emphasized by primordialism and social struc-
turalism. Moreover, they are influenced by similarity in personal characteristics,
by  common  fate,  and  shared  experiences  of  collective  action  (Klandermans
1997:  41;  Snow 2001:  2215–2216).  Interestingly,  collective  identity  can arise
from “the discovery of preexisting bonds, interests, and boundaries”  (Polletta
and Jasper 2001: 298). This implies a redefinition and renegotiation of existing
relationships between actors and demonstrates the fluidity of collective identity.

As mentioned above, collective identity is constructed in social interac-
tions with different kinds of audiences including bystanders, opponents, media,
and authorities (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 298). It can even be constructed and
ascribed to a collective by outsiders without the involvement of the individuals
concerned (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 285). Collective identity becomes salient in
cultural materials like symbols, rituals, styles, and narratives (Polletta and Jasper
2001: 285). These symbolic resources also mark the boundary between insiders
and outsiders (Snow 2001: 2216). The delineation of boundaries, which is an in-
tegral part of collective identity, makes identity work a complex process. Social
movements have to find a balance between internal cohesion and external dif-
ferentiation, on the one hand, and openness and low entry barriers that allow
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for the recruitment of new movement participants, on the other hand  (Rucht
2002: 331). Rucht suggests that diffuse external barriers and the admittance of
heterogeneous groups to the movement implicate a risk of deadlock, loss of dis-
criminating power and efficacy, and eventual fragmentation (Rucht 2002: 331–
332).  Moreover,  he  argues  that  the  question  of  balancing  internal  cohesion
against external openness is especially relevant for transnational social move-
ments that have to reconcile cultures, styles, and practices when engaging in
identity work (Rucht 2002: 332). Regarding the collective action against the Belo
Monte Dam, I propose that the conciliation of cultures, styles, and practices is
not  only  relevant  in  transnational  social  movement  but  also  in  smaller  geo-
graphical unities (like regions or even communities) that are characterized by
ethnic  diversity  and  strong  heterogeneity  in  social,  economic,  and  cultural
terms. According to Turner and Killian (1987), members within one social move-
ment can have different identities based on their participation in local chapters
or working groups. Being based on common activities, these identities are likely
to be more concrete than the abstract collective identity of the entire social
movement  (Turner and Killian 1987: 136). Due to the coexistence of collective
identities in a movement, Turner and Killan speak of social movements as “dif -
fuse collectives” that allow for the inclusion of different identities that are con-
sistent with the rather abstract collective identity of the broader movement (cf.
Rucht 1995: 14).

Another factor that  influences the development  of  a strong collective
identity is the degree of opposition that a social movement encounters. Drawing
on Touraine (1973), Rucht emphasizes that the existence of a conflict with an-
other social group and the perception of common interests that meet external
opposition are constitutive of a collective identity. They contribute to the con-
touring and structuring of the social movement as a distinctive and coherent so-
cial entity (Rucht 1995: 13, 2002: 331). This is also an important aspect for the
analysis of the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam, as the movement
is confronted with strong opposition from governments and companies.

2.4 The Framing Approach

Until  the  1980s the beliefs and perceptions of  social  movement participants
were dismissed as determinants for social movement emergence as they were
considered ubiquitous.  However,  research has  shown that  social  movements
take on the important functions of carrying and transmitting existing beliefs and
producing meanings through shaping and structuring the sociopolitical reality
(Snow and Benford 1988: 198). Hence, framing processes have become a central
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explanatory factor in social movement theory alongside resource mobilization
theory and political opportunity structures (Benford and Snow 2000: 612).

The framing approach is based on the works of interactionist Erving Goff-
man (Goffman 1974; see above) and was introduced to social movement theory
mainly by Snow and Benford (Snow and Benford 1988, 1992; Snow et al. 1986;
also see Haunss 2004: 36; Rucht 2002: 336). They refer to a frame as “an inter-
pretative schemata that simplifies and condenses the 'world out there' by selec-
tively punctuating and encoding objects, situations, events, experiences, and se-
quences of actions within one's present or past environment” (Snow and Ben-
ford  1992:  137).  Hence,  a  frame  corresponds  to  an  extract  or  a  certain
perspective of reality that emphasizes some aspects while hiding others. It ex-
plains a movement's  raison d'être and legitimizes the collective action  (Snow
2008: 383). Regarding the Belo Monte conflict, one could think of a  variety of
possible interpretations of the historic and recent developments. For example,
the collective action against Belo Monte can be framed as an indigenous strug-
gle, a social and environmental conflict, or a general question of social and polit-
ical order (see, for example, GfbV n.d.; Schulz 2013; Storm 2013; Survival Inter-
national n.d.). The perception and subsequent presentation of the conflict as an
indigenous, social, environmental, or ideological issue corresponds to the mind-
set and relevance system of the respective author. While frames are prevalent in
everyday life, social movements employ them strategically in order to align their
participants' perceptions of reality (Klandermans 1997: 121–122). Framing – as
a process – refers to “the conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fash-
ion shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and
motivate collective action” (McAdam et al. 1996: 6, emphasis omitted). This def-
inition  emphasizes  that  framing  is  a  dynamic,  interactive,  and  controversial
process that may challenge existing interpretations of reality. If successful, it re-
sults in a shared understanding of a situation that has been identified as prob-
lematic. However, the framing activity is not limited to the interpretation of real-
ity; it also aims to promote collective action. The term collective action frame
refers to “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legiti-
mate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization” (Benford
and Snow 2000: 614). These frames are typically addressed at constituents, an-
tagonists, bystanders, and observers. They contribute to creating public atten-
tion, to disseminating information, and to mobilizing and legitimizing collective
action  (Benford  and  Snow  2000:  613;  Hellmann  1998:  22).  The  framing  ap-
proach adds a new dimension to the conceptualization of social movements in
the present study. I argue that social movements are not only based on a shared
collective identity, as proposed by Diani, but also on the continuous “production
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and maintenance of meaning”  (Benford and Snow 2000:  613). Therefore, the
study adopts the collective identity approach and the framing approach as the
theoretical perspectives for analysis.

If frames are produced by ordinary people and are therefore prevalent in
everyday life, what are the distinguishing features of collective action frames?
How do they come to be shared by a group of people and promote collective ac-
tion? According to McAdam and colleagues, framing is a deliberate process; its
core tasks have been elaborated by Snow and Benford. The first  task in the
framing process is the identification of a problem in social life that needs alter-
ation. The second task is for the social movement to propose a solution to the
problem that has been identified. The third task is the development of a ratio-
nale for collective action and the formulation of an appeal to participate in the
social movement (Benford and Snow 2000: 615–618; Snow and Benford 1988:
199). The process of identifying a social problem is called diagnostic framing and
involves the development of a shared understanding of a problematic situation.
Research has shown that many diagnostic frames are injustice frames, a concept
introduced by Gamson and colleagues (1982). Injustice frames comprise the be-
lief  that  the authorities'  behavior violates the “shared moral  principles” of  a
group of people (Gamson et al. 1982: 123). Apart from injustice frames, Benford
and Snow emphasize that in general terms the identification of the sources and
victims of a problematic situation is central to diagnostic framing. By assigning
roles and responsibilities, social movements can identify the addressees of their
claims (Benford and Snow 2000: 616). However, an injustice frame – or a diag-
nostic frame, in general – does not automatically lead to collective action. It has
to be matched with other frames that propose and justify collective action as
the only adequate solution to the problem (Gamson et al. 1982: 122–124; Sand-
strom et al. 2010: 220). Hence, the second core framing task is concerned with
the  solution  of  the  problematic  situation  and  is  therefore  called  prognostic
framing. The prognostic frame that results from this process proposes solutions
to the problem and outlines possible activities and strategies that contribute to
achieving the proposed solution. However, the range of possible and reasonable
solutions is constrained by several factors including the nature of the problem it-
self and the positions and strategies of the other actors involved in the debate.
Social movements can be challenged by the counterframes of their opponents
and by disagreement among SMOs within the social movement. Even if SMOs
present concordant diagnostic frames that identify the same problem, they may
propose different solutions and develop different prognostic frames  (Benford
and Snow 2000: 617). The third core framing task aims to motivate movement
participants to take action, and is therefore called motivational framing. It em-
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phasizes the agency of actors and provides them with a rationale and a vocabu-
lary of motive for collective action (Benford and Snow 2000: 617).

Contemporary scholars have also evaluated the characteristics of collec-
tive action frames in terms of direction, flexibility and inclusivity, scope and in-
fluence, and resonance. Collective action frames address a wide variety of con-
tentious issues. One hypothesis relating to problem identification developed by
Gerhards and Rucht (1992) is particularly interesting for the analysis of the so-
cial movement against the Belo Monte Dam. These authors claim that “[t]he
larger the range of the problems covered by a frame, the larger the range of so -
cietal groups who can be addressed with the frame and the greater the mobi-
lization capacity of the frame” (Gerhards and Rucht 1992: 580). If this hypothe-
sis is true, the converse argument would be that a frame with a strong mobiliza-
tion capacity that is supported by a large range of societal groups is likely to
address a large range of problems. More specifically, the successful mobilization
of the heterogeneous social movement against Belo Monte should depend – at
least in part – on a broad and inclusive collective action frame that addresses a
variety of issues. Hence, the collective identity approach and the framing ap-
proach are adequate theoretical perspectives for analyzing the persistence of
the collective action and the maintenance of movement cohesion in the social
movement against the Belo Monte Dam.

Another important feature of collective action frames is their cultural res-
onance – that is, their effectiveness in connecting their contents to the experi -
ences and beliefs of a target audience. As discussed above, frames are devel-
oped by groups of people in interactive and often controversial negotiation pro-
cesses that eventually arrive at shared understandings of a problem. In order for
a collective action frame to resonate with a target audience, these shared un-
derstandings must be credible and the frame must be salient. Credibility is eval -
uated in terms of frame consistency, empirical credibility, and the credibility of
frame articulators  (Benford and Snow 2000: 619–622). Salience, on the other
hand, depends on the centrality of the beliefs, values, and ideas for the lives of
the target audience as well as the frame's coherence with the people's everyday
experiences (experiential commensurability) and cultural narratives (narrative fi-
delity) (Benford and Snow 2000: 619–622).33

The question that remains is: How do frames contribute to the mobiliza-
tion of social movement participants? And how do different social movements
come to connect their frames? Social movement organizations are interested in
mobilizing society, recruiting new members, forging ties with other organiza-

33 See also Herkenrath (2011: 49) and Snow and Benford (1988).
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tions, and acquiring resources. Benford and Snow have investigated the frame
alignment process that social movement organizations employ when reaching
out to potential adherents. They differentiate four basic alignment processes:
frame bridging, frame amplification, frame extension, and frame transformation
(Benford and Snow 2000: 624–625).

1. Frame bridging is  suspected to be one of  the most  prevalent  framing
strategies.  It  occurs  when  “two  or  more  ideologically  congruent  but
structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem”
are linked (Benford and Snow 2000: 624). Frame bridging can take place
on the individual level when social movement organizations reach out to
unmobilized segments of society in an attempt to connect people's senti-
ments to the collective action frame. It can also occur across social move-
ments (Benford and Snow 2000: 624).

2. Frame  amplification  seems  to  be  particularly  relevant  to  movements
holding  values  that  challenge  those  of  the  dominant  culture.  Social
movements employing this process of frame alignment seek to mobilize
new activists by appealing to their preexisting beliefs and values and by
reassuring them about their sentiments. The amplification of beliefs and
values typically “involves [their] idealization, embellishment, clarification,
or invigoration” (Benford and Snow 2000: 624).

3. “Frame extension entails depicting an SMO's interests and frame(s) as ex-
tending beyond its primary interests to include issues and concerns that
are presumed to be of importance to potential adherents” (Benford and
Snow 2000: 625). While frame extension can lead to internal disputes
about  the  ideological  purity  of  a  movement  and  may  thus  challenge
movement cohesion (Benford and Snow 2000: 625), I propose that frame
extension can also promote the mobilization of hitherto unmobilized seg-
ments of society and contribute to the development of (new) collective
identities.

4. Frame  transformation  aims  to  overturn  existing  understandings  and
meanings prevalent in society by proposing a counterframe – that is, al-
ternative understandings of a particular issue or problem  (Benford and
Snow 2000: 625).

The framing concept has been applied extensively to the study of social move-
ments since the mid-1990s (Benford and Snow 2000: 612), and much research
has been done on the core tasks of framing. According to Snow (2008), scholarly
research on frames and framing processes typically focuses on “(1) enlargement
and clarification of the conceptual architecture of collective action frames and
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framing processes […]; (2) empirical research investigating the application and
analytic utility of various framing concepts […]; (3) exploration of the link be-
tween framing processes and other factors relevant to the dynamics of social
movements […]; (4) methodological issues and techniques relevant to conduct-
ing framing research […]; and (5) critical assessment of the framing perspective”
(Snow 2008: 386).34 While this research falls into the second category, it also ad-
dresses the relationship between framing and collective identity (third category)
as well as methodological questions of social movement research with a focus
on non-Western case studies (fourth category). It reconstructs framing process-
es from original data, and then compares the empirical findings with Benford
and Snow's theoretical concepts, with a view to advancing the theoretical de-
bate.

2.5 The Difference between Collective Identity and Framing

The discussion of collective identity and framing shows that the concepts are
closely related. Both are conceptualized as dynamic processes that demand ac-
tors to negotiate and construct meaning in order to create movement cohesion
(Hellmann 1998: 19; also see Daphi 2011: 15). Therefore, research focusing on
identity frequently considers framing processes in order to explain the mobiliza-
tion and integration of activists in social movements (Daphi 2011: 15; also see
Haunss  2004).  What,  then,  is  the difference between collective  identity  and
framing? I propose that identities and frames are similar in that they are based
on shared beliefs about the world. At the same time, they differ because they
focus on distinct effects and implications of these beliefs. Collective identity is
central to the self-assurance of a group and centers on the differentiation be-
tween in-group and out-group. Framing, on the other hand, serves to manifest
this differentiation by creating group cohesion and a consistent  behavior to-
wards the outside world  (Hellmann 1998: 16–17). Based on Gamson's insight
that social movement participation contributes to the enlargement of personal
identity (Gamson 1992: 56), Snow and McAdam discuss various forms of identi-
ty work and the role of framing in these processes (Snow and McAdam 2000).
Drawing on Hunt and colleagues (Hunt et al. 1994), they emphasize that framing
processes contribute substantially to the construction of identities  (Snow and
McAdam 2000: 53). As stated above, frames provide shared understandings of

34 Snow references a large number of theoretical and empirical studies falling into these focal
categories (Snow 2008: 386). As this list is to serve illustrative purposes only, the references
are not reproduced here.
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events and the actors involved, thus “situating or placing relevant sets of actors
in time and space and […] attributing characteristics to them that suggest speci-
fiable relationships and lines of action” (Hunt et al. 1994: 185). Likewise, Rucht
emphasizes that the framing of the opposition, the contentious issues, and the
role of the social movement are important for the development of a collective
identity (Rucht 1995: 16). Framing processes are therefore consistent with pro-
cesses of identity construction in that they organize the world in a way that ac-
tors can make sense of occurrences and actions, and define their identities ac-
cordingly (Snow and McAdam 2000: 54).

2.6 Cohesion in Social Movements

Social movement scholars assume that a sense of cohesion is fundamental for
the development of collective action; however, they rarely define movement co-
hesion in their works (Flesher Fominaya 2010b; Hunt and Benford 2004; Polletta
and Jasper 2001; Teune 2008).35 Drawing from Pearlman (2011), I conceptualize
movement cohesion as “the cooperation among individuals that enables unified
action” (Pearlman 2011: 9). Cohesion does not imply that individuals have iden-
tical  motives,  objectives,  ideas  and  beliefs  (Pearlman  2011:  11);  rather,  it
emerges “when the forces assisting cooperative behavior exceed the forces en-
couraging competitive or antagonistic behavior”  (Pearlman 2011: 9). Pearlman
attributes the development and maintenance of movement cohesion to internal
command and control, which enable the unified action of autonomous individu-
als. In her analysis of the Palestine national movement she focuses on (1) lead-
ership, (2) institutions, and (3) the population's sense of collective purpose as
the three most important factors facilitating cooperation (Pearlman 2011: 9).

This study takes up the three factors identified by Pearlman; however, in-
stead of measuring to what degree they are present in the social movement
against Belo Monte, I reconstruct the local activists' understanding of each of
the factors. To this end, I assess the movement participants' sense of collective
purpose by analyzing their understanding of the conflict (framing) and the mo-
tives behind their participation in the collective action (identities). Moreover, I
examine the role and possible leadership of social movement organizations and
individual actors in uniting the activities of various civil society organizations.
According to Gardner, “leadership is the process of persuasion or example by

35 Hunt and Benford (2004) and Polletta and Jasper (2001) use the term solidarity instead of co-
hesion. I agree with Flesher Fominaya (2010b) and Mizruchi (1992) that the terms are used in-
terchangeably in social movement research. In this study I use the term cohesion exclusively.
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which an individual (or leadership team) induces  a group to pursue objectives
held by the leader or shared by the leader and his or her followers”  (Gardner
1993: 1). I use this as a working definition but focus on the interviewees' con-
cept of leadership, which I reconstruct in Chapter 5 and evaluate in Chapter 6.
Institutions – the third factor introduced by Pearlman – are generally under-
stood as to provide rules for social interaction between individuals and groups
(Pearlman 2011: 10). In this study, they play a subordinate role, due to the focus
on individuals and the meaning they attribute to the Belo Monte project and
the collective action. However, institutions enter into the analysis through the
discussion of the strained relationship between civil society and the authorities
on the local, state, and federal levels.

While collective identity has been identified as the basis for collective ac-
tion and an important factor in the development and maintenance of move-
ment cohesion  (Flesher Fominaya 2010b: 377; Teune 2008: 533), the relation-
ship between collective identity and cohesion remains vague. I argue that cohe-
sion  –  defined  as  the  cooperation  between  individuals  and/or  groups  –  is
possible even between heterogeneous movement organizations, provided that
they  identify  with  a  collective  purpose  and accept  common institutions and
leadership. I further propose that collective identity goes beyond collective ac-
tion that is done in view of a collective purpose. This is because collective identi -
ty entails a sense of we-ness that is based on shared beliefs, interests, and expe-
riences other than the collective purpose. While collective identity contributes
to the development and maintenance of social movement cohesion, coopera-
tion between actors does not automatically imply that they share a collective
identity.

2.7 Definition of Central Theoretical Concepts

As the above discussion of the collective identity approach and the framing ap-
proach has demonstrated, there is a vast literature on social movements with a
number of independent research strands. However, these concepts cannot be
“applied”  directly  to  the  empirical  data.  In  line  with  the  grounded  theory
methodology, the collective identity approach and the framing approach are the
theoretical perspectives that guide this research. For this purpose, the relevant
theoretical concepts have to be defined and operationalized for data collection
and analysis. In this section, I develop definitions of the central theoretical con-
cepts based on the social movement literature discussed above. In Chapter 3, I
operationalize these concepts for the purpose of data collection, and I explain
how they inform the analysis.
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(1) Collective action
In general terms, the protest activities against the Belo Monte Dam can be re-
ferred to as collective  action.  In  line  with  Snow and colleagues  (Snow et  al.
2008: 6), the term collective action is deliberately used in a broad sense to refer
to any kind of joint activity performed by at least two individuals who pursue a
common objective in the realm of contentious politics.

(2) Social movement
More precisely, the collective action against the Belo Monte Dam is assumed to
be a social movement. The conceptualization of social movement used in this
study is based on the five axes developed by Snow and colleagues (2008) and
the dimensions proposed by Diani  (Diani 2003: 301–306; also see Della Porta
and Diani 2006: 20–21; Diani 1992: 7). Based on Snow, I conceptualize social
movements as “collectivities acting with some degree of organization and conti-
nuity outside of institutional or organizational channels for the purpose of chal-
lenging or defending extant authority,  whether it is institutionally or culturally
based, in the group, organization, society, culture, or world order of which they
are a part” (Snow et al. 2008: 11). In order to specify the definition and to inte-
grate the network perspective, I treat collectivities as “network[s] of informal in-
teractions between a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations”  (Di-
ani 1992: 13). I further assume that collective identities play an important role
in enabling collectives to work towards a common objective in an organized and
lasting fashion. As Deaux and Reid propose, “[c]ollectivism implies an emphasis
on  group  cohesion,  common  fate,  distinction  from  out-groups,  and  shared
norms and standards” (Deaux and Reid 2000: 186). Assuming that these dimen-
sions are closely connected to collective identities and collective action frames, I
adopt the collective identity approach and the framing approach as the theoret-
ical perspectives for my analysis.

While this  conceptualization of social  movements seems adequate for
the study of  the collective action against  the Belo Monte Dam, it  should be
stressed that before conducting the actual analysis it remains unclear whether
the phenomenon constitutes a social movement according to the above concep-
tualization. Throughout this study, I treat the collective action against Belo as a
social movement based on a preliminary assumption that is discussed in detail
in the fist sensitizing concept (cf. Chapter 3).

(3) Collective Identity
The disagreement about collective identity being either an individual or a collec-
tive attribute has important implications for the research question and research
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design of a study (Daphi 2011: 19). If collective identity is conceptualized as a
collective attribute, the level of analysis should likewise be the collective – for
example, a social movement organization. Studies taking this perspective typi-
cally  focus on rituals,  symbols,  and movement  discourses  (see,  for  example,
Haunss 2004, 2011). On the other hand, if collective identity is conceptualized
as an individual attribute, data collection and analysis take place at the level of
the individual by means of qualitative interviews, surveys, observation, or ex-
periments (see, for example, Simon 2011). As discussed earlier, this study takes
a social psychological perspective and assumes that collective identity is an indi-
vidual attribute that is embedded in the individual's identity hierarchy  (Simon
2011: 40; Stryker 2000: 33–34). In line with this perspective, personal and social
identities are included in the research in order to analyze how they interact with
collective identity.  Media reports and information material provided by SMOs
tend to differentiate between different groups of people that are affected by the
hydropower project. The groups most frequently referred to are riverine people,
indigenous people, fishers, subsistence farmers, and townspeople. They can be
expected to have different social identities based on distinct ethnic backgrounds
and lifestyles. In order to gain further insight into their identities and the inter-
action  between  the  different  types  of  identities,  I  define  collective  identity
broadly as the shared sense of belonging to a collectivity (we) in contrast to oth-
er actors (them). It is based on shared attributes and experiences, and leads to
collective agency  (cf. Rucht 1995, 2002; Snow 2001). This broad definition en-
ables interviewees to explicate their relevance system. They can situate them-
selves in the context of various collectivities; and they can elaborate on their be-
liefs, experiences, objectives, and motives behind the collective action against
Belo Monte. This kind of data es expected to provide further insight into framing
processes and identity work, on the one hand, and the relationship between an
actor's personal, social, and collective identities, on the other hand. 

(4) Framing and Collective Action Frames
Based on McAdam and colleagues, framing is conceptualized in this study as
“the conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion shared under-
standings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and motivate collective
action” (McAdam et al. 1996: 6, emphasis omitted). Collective action frames are
defined as “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legiti -
mate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization” (Benford
and Snow 2000: 614). The objective of this study is to identify the collective ac-
tion  frame that  has  been developed and promoted by the social  movement
against the Belo Monte Dam – that is, the story of Belo Monte. Moreover, the
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study seeks to trace how the local population adopts the frame and how differ-
ent actors contribute to the framing process.

The central theoretical concepts defined in this section guide the sam-
pling, the development of the interview guides, and the data collection. They
also form the basis for the coding scheme, which was developed in a combined
top-down and bottom-up procedure. In Chapter  3, I  discuss the method and
procedures of this research as well as my analytical positioning on the applica-
tion of the grounded theory methodology.



3 Method and Procedures

This study seeks to explore the collective action against the Belo Monte Dam in
order to find out if and how collective identities and collective action frames
contributed to the persistence of the collective action and the maintenance of
movement cohesion in the social movement. Following a qualitative research
design, the objective is to develop empirically grounded concepts that advance
existing theories and contribute to evaluating the applicability of social move-
ment theory in non-Western countries.36

Qualitative  research  undertakes  in-depth  analyses  of  complex  social
structures.37 By using interpretive approaches and reconstructing meaning from
the subjective statements of individuals, the qualitative researcher seeks to ana-
lyze an empirical phenomenon in its own right, to acknowledge its specific struc-
ture and dynamics, and to develop an understanding of the same. Hence, quali-
tative research is particularly suited to exploratory research that aims to build
theory  and/or  develop  hypotheses.  In  line  with  this  approach,  this  study
presents five central findings that abstract from the specific case and offer more
general explanations that contribute to theoretical debates and inform future
empirical research.

This chapter presents the methods and procedures applied throughout
the course of the study.38 Section 3.1 provides a precise and comprehensive re-
view of the constitutive characteristics, assumptions, and requirements of GTM

36 The term concept refers to “the building blocks of theories” (Shoemaker et al. 2004: 15). Con-
cepts are derived from the empirical material, and represent abstractions of specific aspects
of the empirical phenomenon that is being studied. In order to build theory, concepts have to
be compared and related to each other  (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 51–52; Shoemaker et al.
2004: 15). The term theory refers to “a set of well-developed categories (themes, concepts)
that are systematically interrelated through statements of relationship to form a theoretical
framework that explains some phenomenon”  (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 55; also see Hage
1972: 34).

37 Qualitative research should be understood as an umbrella term for a vast number of methods
and approaches applied in the social sciences (Flick 2005: par. 1). The special issue of Forum:
Qualitative Social Research on “Qualitative Methods in Europe” discusses the methodological
variety in detail, focusing on the European perspectives on qualitative research and their dif-
ferences vis-à-vis the Anglo-Saxon literature (Forum: Qualitative Social Research, Vol. 6, No. 3,
September 2005).

38 Parts of this chapter were previously published as a GIGA Working Paper (Peters 2014).
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sensu Strauss and Corbin. Section 3.2 presents my approach to data collection,
while Section 3.3 elaborates on the process of data analysis including interview
transcription and coding. In Section 3.4, I explain my differentiated approach to
the disclosure of methods and data and discuss quality standards in qualitative
research. In the final section (3.5), I reflect upon the applicability of the theories
that I use and my own assumptions and expectations.

3.1 Grounded Theory Methodology

Grounded theory methodology was developed in the 1960s by the U.S. sociolo-
gists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss with the objectives of disclosing their
own research procedures and offering a formalized research program that em-
phasized openness and unbiasedness towards the empirical phenomenon. After
a dispute and the parting of the two scholars, Glaser and Strauss (the latter to-
gether with Corbin) developed independent approaches to the analysis of quali-
tative data.39 The data analysis  sensu Strauss and Corbin is based on a coding
paradigm and so-called sensitizing concepts that facilitate the deliberate use of
previous theoretical knowledge in the data analysis. Researchers following this
approach emphasize that  references to existing literature throughout the re-
search process contribute to the better understanding of one's own empirical
work (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 75). At the end of the research project, the con-
cepts and/or theories developed from the empirical data can be associated with
and compared to existing theories (Mey and Mruck 2009: 108). Based on a liter-
ature review and experiences gathered in the process of the preliminary study, I
developed six sensitizing concepts that explicate my expectations and assump-
tions and disclose my relevance system with respect to this research project (cf.
Section 3.5).

Although GTM offers an entire research program, the methodology does
not prescribe a precise procedure and can even be applied selectively through-
out the research process  (Mey and Mruck 2009: 148; Oertzen 2006: 146). Re-
searchers are free to choose their instruments for data collection, the degree of
abstraction of the theory they seek to develop, and their hermeneutic proce-
dure (Oertzen 2006: 146). Yet, as Corbin emphasizes, they “should be very clear
at the beginning of a study what it is they are setting out to do”  (Corbin and
Strauss 2008: x).

39 Kelle (2011) provides a detailed account of the controversy between Glaser and Strauss, also
discussing the underlying theoretical traditions that have shaped their approaches.
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Grounded theory methodology is  based on two theoretical  traditions:
symbolic interactionism and pragmatism. As discussed in Chapter 2, symbolic in-
teractionism stresses human agency in the creation of social meanings and so-
cial order (Sandstrom et al. 2010: 2). The philosophy of pragmatism in turn con-
stitutes the basis for symbolic interactionism, as it assumes “that knowledge is
created through action and interaction”  (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 2).40 Conse-
quently, GTM emphasizes collective processes, human behavior, and interaction.
It assumes that the world is complex, and that events result from multiple fac-
tors. Therefore, any methodology has to strive for a balance between capturing
complexity and reducing complexity with the objective of developing concepts
at different levels of abstraction (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 8). Mey and Mruck
(2009) have structured the extensive literature on concepts and approaches in
GTM and have select three elements they consider constitutive of the method-
ology:

1. Building of concepts instead of description: The principle task of GTM is
the analytical step from data to concepts. It is assumed that any data seg-
ment – for example, an interview statement – points towards broader
underlying ideas. Relevant data segments are therefore considered em-
pirical indicators of theoretical concepts (Strauss 1998: 54). Concepts are
developed through constant comparison, interpretation, and abstraction
of data segments, and they eventually form the building blocks of an em-
pirically grounded theory (Mey and Mruck 2009: 109).

2. Theoretical sampling and theoretical saturation: When GTM is used, data
collection and analysis should be iterative, meaning that a first round of
data collection should be followed by data analysis  and a subsequent
round of data collection based on the initial findings. This procedure con-
tributes to the theoretical saturation of the concepts – that is, their grad-
ual  development  based  on  the  purposeful  and  selective  collection  of
those data that contribute to the analysis. As the data collection for this
study took place abroad, theoretical sampling could only be applied dur-
ing the stage of data analysis (see below).

3. Writing of memos: GTM requires that the decisions regarding case selec-
tion, sampling, and analysis that are taken repeatedly throughout the re-
search process be documented in memos. Therefore, I wrote extensive
coding notes for each interview as well  as analytical notes on the key

40 The philosophical orientation of grounded theory methodology is  discussed in Corbin and
Strauss (2008: 1–8).
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concepts that emerged from the data analysis. The memos contributed
significantly to the development of concepts and categories, the elabora-
tion of the relationships between them, and the evaluation of the find-
ing's generalizability.

The grounded theory methodology is the most suitable approach for the investi-
gation of the social movement against the Belo Monte Dam for three reasons.
First, the study aims to evaluate the applicability of Western theories and con-
cepts in non-Western case studies and to contribute theoretically grounded con-
cepts to the existing theoretical framework. GTM offers a systematic and rule-
based approach to data analysis that emphasizes the constant comparison of
original data – among itself and with previous knowledge. Therefore, it is an ad-
equate tool for studies that seek comparison, both in the broad and in the nar-
row sense (cf.  Chapter  1).  Second,  when applying Western  theories  to  non-
Western case studies, attention should be paid to possible differences in the
meaning of concepts. This necessitates an open and unbiased approach that un-
covers indexicality.41 Third, GTM is particularly well suited to research conducted
in foreign languages, as will be discussed in Section 3.4.

3.2 Collection of Original Primary Data

As argued in Chapter 1, this study focuses on the identities, motives, and objec-
tives of the movement participants and their understanding of the social conflict
and their collective action. Consequently, the study takes individual participants
in the social movement as the unit of analysis. Qualitative data are particularly
suited to the analysis of meanings that people attribute to structures, processes,
and events. Moreover, they are especially useful in exploratory studies  (Miles
and Huberman 1994: 9–10). While social movement organizations and activists
have produced written material about the Belo Monte conflict and the associat-
ed collective action, this material generally does not provide personal accounts
of the individuals' identities, motives, and objectives. Therefore, original data
had to be collected through semistructured interviews as part of this study.

The data collection was prepared thoroughly based on methodological
considerations regarding the content, structure, and conduct of the interviews
(cf.  Helfferich 2009: 37–38).  All  interviewees were provided with information
about the study and an informed‐consent form stating the purpose of the inter -

41 Indexicality refers to the fact that language is vague, and that meaning depends on context
(Garfinkel 1981: 204–205; Przyborski and Wohlrab-Sahr 2010: 29; also see below).
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view and guaranteeing confidentiality to research participants.42 During the pre-
liminary field trip to São Paulo, Brasília, and Rio de Janeiro in the fall of 2011, 31
semistructured interviews with experts from different disciplines and three in-
terviews with activists in São Paulo were conducted in order to gain background
information about the case. These interviews were fairly structured with a focus
on issues pertaining to the area of expertise of the interviewee. Emphasis was
placed on the interviewee's status as an expert. Nonetheless, the role of the in-
terviewer allowed for occasional references to previous knowledge during the
interview. The collection of primary data about the motives and objectives of lo-
cal  movement  participants  and  the  dynamics  inside  the  social  movement
against Belo Monte took place in May and June 2012 in Altamira and Belém.
These interviews were fairly open and comprised narrative parts that allowed
the interviewee to explicate his/her own relevance system and communicative
patterns.  Emphasis  was  placed  on  the  interviewee's  status  as  an  expert  of
his/her own life (cf. Helfferich 2009: 163). According to her role, the interviewer
neglected her previous knowledge and assumptions in order to remain open to
the views and beliefs of the interviewee. Nonetheless, it is challenging for the
researcher  to fully comprehend the respondent's  structuring of  social  reality
(Fremdverstehen – understanding the other).  The exact meaning of verbal and
nonverbal expressions is always specified by context, making communication in-
dexical  (Przyborski and Wohlrab-Sahr 2010: 31).  Indexicality refers to the fact
that language is vague and that verbal expressions merely point towards mean-
ing  that  is  dependent  on  context  (Garfinkel  1981:  204–205;  Przyborski  and
Wohlrab-Sahr 2010: 29). Qualitative research seeks to uncover this indexicality
by enabling research participants to explain their relevance system, and by sys-
tematically addressing potential differences in the interpretive frames of the re-
searcher and the research participants (Przyborski and Wohlrab-Sahr 2010: 31).
The interview guide for this study was developed in consideration of these is-
sues. Moreover, special attention was paid to the so-called internal equivalence
of the interview guide – that is, the consideration of cultural differences in the
formulation of the interview stimuli in order to avoid bias in the data collection
(Westle 2005: 151–152). Equivalence is a relevant issue for two reasons. First, as
the study applies Western concepts to a non-Western case study, it is necessary
to properly transfer the concepts of interest to the particular cultural setting of
the case study (equivalence on the conceptual level) (cf. Westle 2005: 156–157).
Second, as the interviews were conducted in Portuguese while the conceptual
work took place in English linguistic inaccuracy arising from translation had to

42 For matters of research ethics and data protection see Helfferich (2009: 190 et seq.).
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be avoided (equivalence on the linguistic level) (cf. Westle 2005: 159). The trans-
lation of the interview guide was supported by a research assistant who was
properly informed about the research project and its objectives.43 This enabled
him  to  give  substantial  feedback  on  common  formulations,  connotations  of
words, cultural context, and potential misunderstandings in the interview guide.

The  sampling  strategy  suggested  by  grounded  theory  methodology  is
called theoretical sampling and reflects the reiterative approach to data collec-
tion and analysis that is typical of GTM. In an ideal case, the researcher starts
the analysis right after collecting the first piece of data, develops preliminary
concepts and subsequent questions, and continues the data collection with a
specific focus on the concepts she is interested in. Hence, the researcher is not
sampling research participants  but  concepts  (Corbin  and Strauss  2008:  144).
Theoretical sampling continues until data saturation is reached, meaning that all
categories are sufficiently developed in terms of their properties and dimen-
sions (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 148–149). However, as the data collection took
place abroad, this study had to align the formal requirements with the practical
constraints of the project. The sampling in Belém was largely based on a list of
relevant organizations that was prepared beforehand. By contrast, the sampling
in  Altamira  was predominantly  conducted at  the office  of  the Xingu Forever
Alive Movement – an approach that is in line with Corbin and Strauss (cf. Corbin
and Strauss 2008: 153). As the movement against Belo Monte is very heteroge-
neous, I  deliberately selected interviewees from different places of residence
and diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Moreover, I applied theoretical sam-
pling in the analysis of the interview data. To this effect, I used the principles of
theoretical sampling to determine the order in which I analyzed my interviews
(cf. Corbin and Strauss 2008: 150). Based on my knowledge of the interview con-
tents and peculiarities, I always sought to select an interview for analysis that
would contribute to the elaboration of the concept(s) that I was working on at
that time. The selection was informed by the concepts of minimal and maximal
contrasts, which suggest that the next piece of data should at first glance appear
to be either similar to (minimal contrast) or completely different from (maximal
contrast)  the last  collected  piece  (Keller  2005:  par.  32;  also  see  Corbin  and
Strauss 2008: 146–148). While minimal contrasts are helpful for the elaboration
of concepts, maximal contrasts are helpful in determining the scope of validity
of a concept. In the early phase of the data analysis, I hypothesized that activists
affiliated with the Catholic Church were motivated by a desire to fulfill their vo-

43 The research assistant is a native Brazilian who was trained in linguistics and has extensive ex-
perience in the transcription of semistructured interviews.



3.2 Collection of Original Primary Data 65

cation and Christian mission. In order to substantiate the relevant concepts, I
analyzed a number of interviews with movement  participants working in the
realm of the Catholic Church, and subsequently selected interviews with local
activists working outside this realm.

During the interviews, participants were encouraged to give personal re-
ports on relevant issues and to focus on any aspect they considered important.
Questions were deliberately phrased as storytelling prompts with the objective
of initiating descriptive narrations and giving interviewees the opportunity to
express their holistic perception of the conflict. To that end, all but one of the in-
terviews were conducted in Portuguese, the interviewees' native or working lan-
guage.  The interview guides comprised four sets of questions for social move-
ment participants and seven sets of questions for key informants, with the addi-
tional  questions  demanding  a  higher  degree  of  reflection  about  the  social
setting and the collective action.  The questions for social  movement partici -
pants focused on (1) interpretive frameworks; (2) actors involved in the protest;
(3) identity, self-perception, and perception by others; and (4) cooperation en-
abled by frame alignment and collective identities. The additional questions for
key informants addressed (1) the mechanisms of frame alignment; (2) adjust-
ments in frameworks and identities as compared to the protests of the 1980s;44

and (3) gender issues and the role of women in the social movement. In order to
answer the latter three sets of questions, interviewees needed a basic under-
standing of recruitment processes, collective action, identities of activists, and
interpretive frameworks, which could not be expected from the average inter-
viewee.

In order to utilize the central theoretical concepts defined in Chapter  2
for the data collection, the concepts had to be operationalized. One challenge in
the semistructured interviews was to prevent participants – and especially those
with media experience – from giving standard or desirable answers. Rather, in-
terviewees should be encouraged to explicate their personal understanding of
the social conflict and the collective action. For this purpose, collective action
frames were operationalized as the interviewees' perception of the “real mean-
ing” of the Belo Monte Dam and the associated costs and benefits. In the open-
ing question, interviewees were asked to describe what they perceived as the
core issues of the conflict beyond the arguments prevalent in the public debate.
Identity was operationalized as the personal motives behind the collective ac-

44 Differences between the collective action of the 1980s and the current wave of protest can be
expected due to the redemocratization of the country, the withdrawal of the World Bank from
the financing of the project, and significant modifications of the project, among others.
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tion and the role of participants in the social movement. This operationalization
was based on experiences from the preliminary study and the expectation that
questions about motives would prompt people to make statements about them-
selves, their beliefs, and interests. Indeed, the question encouraged most  ac-
tivists to speak about their biography and to characterize themselves – for ex-
ample, as a person of faith who fights Belo Monte to preserve the Creation,
among others.

The data collection produced a comprehensive data set of good quality.
Several factors indicate the authenticity of the research participants and their
statements. For example, interviewees did not hesitate to talk about personal
failure or to disagree with the interviewer, indicating that they sought to give
honest rather than desirable answers. They spoke fast and used colloquial lan-
guage, indicating that they perceived the interview setting as natural. Moreover,
extraordinary reactions like interviewees struggling for composure or even cry-
ing  were  perceived  as  convincing  indicators  of  authenticity  (cf.  Kruse  et  al.
2012a: 37–38). Despite the empirical richness of the interviews, one secondary
source was included based on the recommendation of the interviewee himself.

3.3 Data Analysis

Since the development of GTM in the 1960s, a number of scholars have contrib-
uted to advancing the methodology, and various approaches have emerged.45

Researchers are free to tailor their methods and procedures to their particular
research project in order to develop an adequate analytical framework; howev-
er, they are requested to explicate their analytical approach and objectives. The
process of data analysis includes interview transcription as well as coding and
conceptualization.

The  transcription  of  interviews  is  an  important  step  in  the  research
process that includes a number of decisions with respect to the transcription of
verbal and nonverbal information (for example, utterances, gestures, and mim-
ics), the representation of timing and sequence of speech (for example, over-
laps, pauses, and silence), and the representation of dialects, among others. The
purpose of the qualitative interviews was to focus on the subject matter and
gather data about the issue(s) under investigation (cf. Behnke et al. 2006: 234).
As the study does not  pursue a linguistic analysis,  simple  transcription rules
were applied in order to facilitate the transcription process and produce a legi-

45 For an overview of the method and its application in different disciplines,  see Bryant and
Charmaz (2007).
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ble written document. It is important to note that it was not the transcripts but
rather the research recordings – that is, the conversations held with research
participants – that were considered to be data. Transcripts were used as a tool
to  help  with  the analysis  of  original  data.  However,  whenever  I  had doubts
about the completeness or reliability of a transcript, I turned to the original au-
dio file in order not to lose contextual information. Of the 28 semistructured in-
terviews  conducted  with  activists  in  Altamira  and  Belém,  22  were  selected
based on the sound quality of the audio files and the relevance of the interview
content. The transcription was outsourced to the same research assistant who
had supported the translation of  the interview guide. The transcription rules
were based on Kuckartz (2010: 44); however, additional rules were developed in
collaboration with  the transcriber  to  accommodate the particularities  of  the
study (cf. Lapadat 2000: 214–215). The focus of transcription was placed on the
content of the conversation in order to allow for alignment with written lan-
guage. Paralanguage (for example, gasps and sighs) and short pauses in the flow
of words were considered irrelevant for the purposes of this study. However,
longer pauses and exceptional reactions, such as crying and struggling to retain
composure on the part of the interviewee, were considered relevant and there-
fore noted in the transcripts.

The central element of data analysis within GTM is the thorough coding
of the empirical material. Coding refers to the development of concepts and cat-
egories and to the assignment of  corresponding codes to the data  (Kuckartz
2010: 74). The general aim of coding is to veer away from the empirical material
(Kuckartz 2010: 96) by developing concepts on the basis of empirical indicators
that  capture  the  events  and  actions  the  researcher  is  interested  in  (Strauss
1998: 54). Once the analysis moves up the conceptual ladder, the concepts be-
come broader and gain explanatory value, while at the same time losing some
of their specificity. Consequently, higher-level concepts (= categories) have to
rest solidly on lower-level concepts, which are in turn based in data (Corbin and
Strauss 2008: 52). The term code refers to the word or short phrase that de-
notes an underlying concept or category  (Mey and Mruck 2009: 114).46 It can
derive either from theoretical knowledge (conceptual code) or from the original
data, in which case it uses the exact wording of the interviewee (in-vivo code)
(Corbin and Strauss 2008: 65; Kuckartz 2010: 75; Mey and Mruck 2009: 114–
155). Each type of code is analytic, in that it enables the researcher to abstract
from the data and relate the concept to other concepts  (Strauss 1998: 64). At
the beginning of data analysis, concepts tend to be located at different levels of

46 Some scholars discard the term and speak directly of concepts and categories.
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abstractions. Over the course of the analysis they are gradually refined, related
to each other, and grouped into categories (Oertzen 2006: 149). This process in-
volves  the constant comparison of concepts and categories within and across
documents – a procedure that is typical of GTM (Mey and Mruck 2009: 109).

The coding procedure introduced by Corbin and Strauss is characterized
by three steps called open, axial, and selective coding (Corbin and Strauss 2008:
66, 159–160; Mey and Mruck 2009: 117; Oertzen 2006: 148). However, the dif-
ferentiation between these steps is first and foremost an analytical one, as the
three steps cannot be separated nor put into sequential order  (Kuckartz 2010:
79).  The first predominant task is for the researcher to immerse herself in the
data by breaking up, investigating, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing
the data (Kuckartz 2010: 75). The aim is to discover similarities and differences,
develop  and  specify  concepts,  and  identify  their  properties  and  dimensions
(Corbin and Strauss 2008: 73–74; Strauss 1998: 100). This process can be facili-
tated by posing questions to the data,  and making comparisons across  data
(Corbin and Strauss 2008:  67–68).  Subsequently,  the researcher  can develop
preliminary  hypotheses,  concepts,  and  categories  that  guide  the  theoretical
sampling and the subsequent analysis (Strauss 1998: 42). The second predomi-
nant task of coding is the constant comparison of categories, concepts, and em-
pirical incidents. This is mainly done using axial and selective coding. Axial cod-
ing aims to elaborate on the concepts and categories developed during open
coding with the objective of establishing the relationships between them (Kelle
2011: 241; Mey and Mruck 2009: 117; Oertzen 2006: 150–151). As the transi-
tion from open to axial coding is fluent, the researcher can return to open cod -
ing and review codes and categories at any point in time (Mey and Mruck 2009:
129). The third step of coding refers to the theoretical integration of the inter-
pretive work by identifying a core category and elaborating its relationships with
all other categories (Corbin and Strauss 2008: xx; Kuckartz 2010: 77).47 The aim
is to develop a sequential and logic analytical story around a recurrent theme
(Kuckartz 2010: 77–78). While the number of categories is reduced to a mini-
mum in this process, special attention is paid to the properties and dimensions
of the concepts; hence, the name selective coding. This step aims at developing
a parsimonious but far-reaching theory (Strauss 1998: 66).

In this study, the in-depth analysis of 22 interviews led to the develop-
ment of a comprehensive coding scheme that consists in 350 codes and was es-
tablished  in  a  combined  top-down  and  bottom-up  procedure.  The  coding

47 Most authors acknowledge that there may be more than one core category (Kuckartz 2010:
82; Oertzen 2006: 150; Strauss 1998: 65).
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scheme is structured in four hierarchical levels of abstraction with higher-level
categories being systematically built upon lower-level categories and concepts.
Due to the hierarchical structure of the coding scheme, each level rests solidly
on the respective lower levels of abstraction, and all categories and concepts
are ultimately based on primary data. Considering the research question, theo-
retical perspectives, and sensitizing concepts, I started with a focus on collective
identities and collective action frames, which form two out of three first-level
categories.48 The second-level categories reflect some of the central theoretical
concepts (cf. Chapter 2). However, they were developed from the empirical data
before they were compared to and labeled in accordance with existing con-
cepts. For example, interviewees described processes that resembled the frame
bridging process identified by Benford and Snow (2000), as the following quote
illustrates.

“So,  this understanding,  which has a more individual  origin,  can,  over
time, advance towards a process of broader understanding, more collec-
tive; and this interaction, this relationship that the different peoples will
have among themselves enables the understanding of the problem be-
yond the personal, individual, or specific problem.” (P21)

As this piece of data confirms previous research, I included the existing nomen-
clature into the coding scheme. The third-level categories emerged exclusively
from the original data. For example, the following quote illustrates the “mean-
ing of the river”, which is a concept subordinated to the third-level category “re-
gional context of Belo Monte”.

“It is a major offense, it is very serious because you are directly affecting
an entire history, an entire culture, an entire tradition, and entire array of
signs and meanings that the river has. It is not the river, for the sake of
the river. It is the river for the meaning that is carries for these peoples.”
(P1)

While the concepts and third-level categories are unique to the Belo Monte case
study, they abstract from the empirical incident and describe relationships and
processes that could be relevant in other empirical cases too. In addition, each
concept has different dimensions; for example, the concept “conflicts in Amazo-
nia” has historical, geographical, and social dimensions, among others.

Oftentimes relevant statements in the interview transcripts can be inter-
preted and classified in different ways. I argue that the coding scheme serves to

48 The third fist-level category is called “movement and movement dynamics” and emerged from
the data in a bottom-up procedure.
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analytically separate and collect empirical indicators in order to analyze them in
detail and elaborate the relationships between them. To this end, relevant state-
ments were interpreted and coded according to the theoretical perspectives of
the study and their relevance for the Belo Monte project and the collective ac-
tion against it. As a general rule, I always assigned the most specific code possi-
ble to any interview statement. This enabled me to compare empirical incidents
and elaborate on the relationships between concepts and categories at higher
levels of abstraction. At the same time, any category can be illustrated with in-
terview statements, as the hierarchical structure of the coding scheme guaran-
tees  that  categories  rest  solidly  on sub-categories  and lower-level  concepts,
which are in turn based on data.

The inductive approach was particularly relevant in the structuring of the
coding scheme and the relative emphasis of categories. For example, when co-
hesion and fragmentation emerged as central movement dynamics, I introduced
another first-level category entitled “movement and movement dynamics” that
comprises a large number of sub-categories and concepts specifying these dy-
namics.

Cohesion and fragmentation are the core categories in this study. Each of
them builds upon a number of lower-level categories and concepts and is linked
to the various concepts on identity and framing. The core categories capture the
principal  movement dynamics of the past  years  and contribute to explaining
how the movement against Belo Monte entered into a process of fragmenta-
tion. Hence, the process of selective coding focused on the conceptualization of
cohesion and fragmentation and on their relationships with the central theoreti-
cal concepts, identity and framing. The findings of the study abstract from the
specific case with a view to informing social movement theory and future em-
pirical research (cf. Chapter 6).

3.4 Standards in Qualitative Research

The case study and research design of this project require a differentiated ap-
proach to the disclosure of methods and data. On the one hand, there is a legiti -
mate interest on the part of the research community and the public for the full
disclosure of approaches and procedures regarding research design, data collec-
tion, analysis, and interpretation. On the other hand, there is a legitimate inter-
est on the part of research participants for confidentiality and anonymity. Full
disclosure of the research participants' beliefs and actions might expose these
individuals and harm their integrity, given that activists in the research area suf-
fer from criminalization, harassment, and insufficient law enforcement. There-
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fore, the study discloses as much information as possible and conceal as much
information as necessary in order to ensure the interviewees' integrity and se-
curity. To this effect, the names of interviewees, organizations, and indigenous
tribes have been removed. All interviewees, regardless of their status, are re-
ferred to as local activists, local movement participants, or interviewees. Pro-
nouns that indicate the sex of the interviewee are avoided and “their” in the
singular sense is used instead. In cases when interviewees refer to fellow ac-
tivists in their responses, the names of the latter are spelled out in the analysis.
This procedure seems reasonable, given that the general involvement of people
in the collective action is a known fact within the region and does not require
concealment.

The quality assessment of this study is tailored to the qualitative research
design. Empirical studies are commonly assessed on the basis of their objectivi-
ty, reliability, and validity. However, many scholars consider these criteria inap-
propriate  for  the  evaluation  of  qualitative  research,  because  the analysis  of
meaning inevitably leads to subjectivity. While some scholars have sought to op-
erationalize the above criteria for qualitative studies  (Przyborski and Wohlrab-
Sahr 2010: 35 et seq.), others claim that the classic quality criteria cannot be
transferred to qualitative research given that the objectives and approaches of
qualitative and quantitative research are different  (Bergman and Coxon 2005:
par.  8; Steinke 2005: 322).  Grounded theory methodology  sensu Strauss and
Corbin makes a virtue of necessity in that it embraces subjectivity as natural and
acknowledges the role of the researcher in the research process. Specific tools –
for example, sensitizing concepts – are used to disclose the researcher's previ-
ous knowledge and assumptions and to evaluate the role of subjectivity in the
analysis. In an attempt to elaborate quality criteria that are consistent with the
epistemological underpinnings and methodological approaches of qualitative re-
search, Steinke (2005) proposes a system of criteria that should be operational-
ized to meet the specificities of a particular research project (Steinke 2005: 322–
324). Her system pertains to seven areas of quality assessment including (1) in-
tersubject comprehensibility, (2) indication of the research process, (3) empirical
foundation, (4) limitation, (5) coherence, (6) relevance, and (7) reflected subjec-
tivity  (Steinke 2005: 323–331). According to Steinke, several criteria should be
met  in  order  to  ensure  that  quality  standards  in  qualitative  research  are
achieved. This study paid special attention to the following five criteria, which
are also discussed in the literature on GTM:

1. Intersubject comprehensibility was sought through (1) the comprehen-
sive documentation of the research process; (2) the introduction of sensi-
tizing concepts; and (3) the thorough discussion of data requirements,
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data quality, data collection methods, sampling methods, and transcrip-
tion methods. Special attention was paid to the implications of doing in-
terview research in a foreign language.

2. Indication of the research process refers to the appropriateness of re-
search strategies, methods, and procedures, and depends on the proper
documentation of the research process. The applicability of the GTM ap-
proach to the research interest and objective of this study was carefully
evaluated based on the three constitutive elements of the methodology
(cf. Section 3.1).

3. Qualitative  research,  whether  theory  testing  or  theory  building,  must
have an empirical foundation. The thorough application of GTM, which
aims  to  develop  categories  that  rest  solidly  on  lower-level  concepts,
which are in turn based on data, ensures the empirical foundation of the
study's results.

4. Qualitative researchers should discuss the limitation of their study's re-
sults. A single case study cannot be representative of a universe of cases;
yet, it can contribute substantially to the understanding of certain phe-
nomena by identifying relevant concepts in understudied areas  (Corbin
and Strauss 2008: 319–320). The objective of this research is to provide
an insight into the relevant issues and underlying theoretical concepts as-
sociated with the implementation of a hydropower plant in the Brazilian
Amazon and to contribute to the debate about the applicability of West-
ern theories and concepts in non-Western case studies (cf. Chapter 6).

5. As subjectivity is unavoidable in qualitative research, it should be reflect-
ed through self‐observation and a critical assessment of one's own posi-
tion vis‐à‐vis the research project and the possible research participants
(Steinke 2005: 330–331). In this study, I critically reflect upon my own
role as a researcher and on the impact of subjectivity on the analysis us-
ing the tools proposed by GTM – that is, sensitizing concepts and memo
writing.

Corbin and Strauss suggest that researchers should not even try to create an ob-
jectivity  that  cannot  be  achieved.  Instead,  they should  deliberately  immerse
themselves in the research and try to adopt the perspective of the research par-
ticipants (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 32). In this study, I sought to achieve sensi-
tivity by explicating and reflecting upon my own perspective using the sensitiz-
ing concepts and by seeking to interpret the results from the interviewees' per-
spective.

A key challenge of the Belo Monte study is the multilingual nature of the
research: the interviews are conducted in Portuguese; the report is produced in
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English;  and  the  researcher's  native  language  is  German.  As  Kruse  and
Schmieder stress, reconstructive-hermeneutic procedures are especially appro-
priate  for  understanding  meaning  in  foreign  language  situations  (Kruse  and
Schmieder 2012: 251). GTM was therefore particularly well  suited to this re-
search project. Qualitative researchers agree that interviews should be conduct-
ed in the interviewees' native language, as research participants tend to feel
more comfortable and express themselves more precisely in their native lan-
guage  (Kruse and Schmieder 2012: 248). To this end, I acquired adequate lan-
guage skills  for  conducting the interviews in Portuguese and outsourced the
translation of the interview guides and the transcription of the audio files to a
native  speaker.  While  this  approach demanded  additional  effort  in  terms  of
quality control and the monitoring of the research assistant, it offered some in-
teresting opportunities. Due to imperfect language skills, I reduced the pace of
the conversation and made few interruptions, which enabled the interviewees
to explicate their answers at length. Moreover, I used language difficulties delib-
erately as an excuse to request further explanations or examples, which resulted
in more detailed narratives (cf. Kruse et al. 2012a). Another challenge of multi-
lingual research is the presentation of the results in a written report. The trans-
lation of interview statements from Portuguese to English was limited to key
passages  intended  to  provide  the  reader  with  insight  into  the  interviewees'
thoughts and speech. I applied a set of rules developed by Nelofer Halai (2007)
to the translation of interview statements. Halai seeks “inexact equivalence” in
her translations. This approach focuses on conveying meaning and de-empha-
sizes the literal translation of statements (Halai 2007: 351–352; also see Kruse et
al. 2012b: 14). A small number of Portuguese terms was not translated in order
to prevent the reduction of meaning through inadequate translation and the
forceful integration of data and concepts stemming from different cultural back-
grounds (cf. Kruse et al. 2012b: 14). As the aim of qualitative research is to un-
derstand meaning, I decided to use translation rules that are open enough to
enable an adequate and authentic expression of meaning given the linguistic
and cultural context of the target language.

3.5 Sensitizing Concepts

Researchers applying GTM seek to base their arguments on empirical data – yet,
they  may  also  draw  from  existing  theories  and  concepts.  In  doing  so,  they
should reflect critically upon the underpinnings and implications of the theories
they use and upon their own assumptions and expectations.
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The ideas, interests, and previous knowledge of a researcher make up
her relevance system and work like scanners on the empirical data (Kruse 2015:
482; also see Corbin and Strauss 2008: 32–33; Kelle 2011: 237). By highlighting
certain elements in the data and omitting others,  these scanners restrict the
range of  possible interpretations that  the researcher is  able to identify,  thus
threatening to constrict the analysis and to predetermine the research outcome.
In order to remain as open and unbiased as possible, researchers should reflect
upon their relevance system and disclose its elements in the sensitizing con-
cepts (Kruse 2015: 481–484). According to Charmaz, sensitizing concepts “offer
ways  of  seeing,  organizing,  and  understanding  experience”  (Charmaz  2003:
259).49 As the researcher is unable to dispense with her knowledge, she should
apply it deliberately in order to be able to “respond to and receive the messages
contained in data” (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 33).

Sensitizing concepts can only be used as a starting point for the analysis
of data and the development of theory (Charmaz 2003: 259). In contrast to hy-
potheses, which can be tested using standardized methods, sensitizing concepts
do not make predictions about the relationships between variables. They rather
reflect the researcher's preliminary ideas about the research object and her re-
search interest (Kelle 2011: 250; Kruse 2015: 480). The sensitizing concepts that
I present and discuss below are derived from the social movement literature
and from experiences gathered in the process of the preliminary study. They re-
flect my assumptions and expectations regarding the empirical incidents that I
interpret; thus guiding the data analysis and the evaluation of the findings.

1. The collective  action  against  Belo  Monte  constitutes  a  social  move-
ment. Based on Snow and colleagues (2008) and Diani (1992), this study
conceptualizes social movements as collectivities that act outside of insti-
tutional channels in order to challenge extant authority (cf. Chapter  2).
Participants  and  observers  frequently  refer  to  the  collective  action
against Belo Monte as a social movement. However, if the analysis of the
collective action reveals that it does not meet the criteria set forth in the
definition it  cannot be considered a social  movement.  Given that  this
study assesses the applicability of Western concepts in non-Western case
studies, it would be necessary to determine what the collective action
against Belo Monte is, should it not be a social movement according to
the definition set forth in Chapter 2.

49 The idea is based on the work of Strauss' mentor Herbert Blumer. His work on sensitizing con-
cepts is discussed in detail by Kelle (1997: 232–241).



3.5 Sensitizing Concepts 75

2. Collective identities and collective action frames are the object of anal-
ysis. Based on the findings of the preliminary study, they are assumed to
be central to the successful mobilization of actors and the maintenance
of movement cohesion in the social movement against Belo Monte. As
discussed in the introduction, the social movement is characterized by
strong  heterogeneity  in  terms  of  the  participants'  social  and  cultural
backgrounds. Moreover, it aims to attract the attention of organizations
and individuals working in various issue areas. It is reasonable to assume
that the identities of prospective activists and the framing of the conflict
play an important role in the mobilization of movement participants. The
analysis of the social movement against Belo Monte gives insight  into
movement dynamics and the role of collective identities and collective
action frames.

3. Western theories and concepts need to be problematized. Social move-
ment theory is rooted in Western history and theorizing; hence, its appli-
cation in non-Western case studies should be evaluated carefully in order
to avoid conceptual stretching.50 For example, the strict separation of civil
society, family, state, and economy, which is central in the Western con-
ceptualization of civil society, does not exist in many non-Western coun-
tries. In Brazil there are close ties between civil society and the Workers'
Party,  given  that  the  latter  emerged  from  grassroots  activism  (cf.
Hochstetler 2008: 34–35). Moreover, my experiences from field research
indicated that the interviewees might have a different understanding of
the relationship between individuals and organizations, the concept of
representation, and the role that organizations play in the coordination
of collective action. Therefore, the data analysis seeks to uncover the in-
dexicality of interview statements in order to reveal potentially different
understandings of the underlying concepts.

4. Amazonia  constitutes  a  specific  setting  for  social  movements. The
Amazon region  is very diverse in terms of settlement, living conditions,
and sociocultural  structures.  The vast  territory  is  difficult  to populate,
cultivate, and control – even with modern technology. Periods of inten-
sive use took turns with practical abandonment and neglect on the part
of the government (Coy and Klingler 2011; also see Chapter 4). I assume
that  underdevelopment,  poor  infrastructure,  violence  and  vigilantism,

50 For a discussion of the applicability of Western concepts in non-Western case studies see, for
example, Abers and von Bülow (2011), Mercer (2002), Zinecker (2011); for conceptual stretch-
ing see, for example, Sartori (1970).
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among other factors, form adverse context conditions for civil society ac-
tivism. Therefore, this study pays attention to the specific problems of
the region and their implications for the development and maintenance
of a social movement.

5. The Catholic Church plays a central role in the lives of the local popula-
tion.51 The Prelature of Xingu is administered by the Missionaries of the
Precious Blood (Congregatio Pretiosissimi Sanguinis, C.PP.S.).52 The con-
gregation emphasizes the Christian mission, community, and spirituality;
however, its work includes very practical aspects of building up commu-
nities and working with socially disadvantaged people. Scientific research
and media coverage indicate that Erwin Kräutler,53 who was Bishop of
Xingu at the time of the study, and several organizations associated with
the Catholic Church of Brazil play an influential role in the collective ac-
tion against Belo Monte (see, for example, Silva and Miranda 2010; Stock
2013).54 The sample of interviewees therefore includes clerics and em-
ployees of church organizations as well as Kräutler as a key informant and
potential leader in the social movement.

6. Women have taken on leadership positions in the collective action.  The
list of organizations originally compiled for the sampling of activist inter -
views in Altamira and Belém indicated a strong involvement of women's
movements in the collective action. Moreover, women have frequently
been portrayed as coordinators and leaders of SMOs in the media (see,

51 While the Roman Catholic Church (as an institution) is often perceived as “one single world-
wide entity” (Davies and Conway 2008: 38), it is a complex hierarchical organization. Through-
out this study, I talk of “the church” when I refer to the collectivity of clerics and employees of
church organizations in Altamira and Belém. However, when analyzing their participation in
the social movement on the individual level, I refer to them simply as activists or movement
participants.

52 The autonomous particular churches of the Catholic Church consist in dioceses or alternative
organizational  units such as  territorial  prelatures,  as  in  the case of the Prelature of  Xingu
(Jones 2011: 59, 120). The Prelature of Xingu belongs to the Ecclesiastical Province of Belém
and to the North II Regional Bishops' Council of the National Conference of Brazilian Bishops
(Prelazia do Xingu 2010).

53 Erwin Kräutler, a native Austrian, has published several books about his life and work in the
Brazilian Amazon, in which he alludes to the Belo Monte Dam, among other issues (see, for
example, Kräutler and Bruckmoser 2014; Kräutler 2006, 2011, 2012).

54 Organizations associated with the Catholic Church of Brazil include, for example, the Pastoral
Commission on Land (Comissão Pastoral da Terra, CPT), the Pastoral Commission on Fishing
(Conselho Pastoral dos Pescadores, CPP), and the Justice and Peace Commission (Comissão de
Justiça e Paz, CJP), among others. These organizations are officially affiliated with the National
Conference of Brazilian Bishops.
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for example, Irigaray 2014; Salazar-Lopez 2011). Although leadership and
gender are minor aspect of this research, the key informant interviews
address these issues. This sensitizing concept enables a close analysis of
leadership in general, and the diverse roles of women in the social move-
ment against the Belo Monte Dam in particular.

The sensitizing concepts support the process of data analysis, in that they struc-
ture the data and draw attention to those aspects that are relevant in view of
the research question – that is, collective identities and collective action frames.
Moreover, they facilitate the theoretical saturation of concepts and the evalua-
tion of the study's findings in light of social movement theory and recent empiri-
cal research (cf. Kelle 2011: 253).



4 Collective Action in the Amazon State of Pará

“I also want to thank you, welcome you here in our country, especially
here in Amazonia, our giant Amazonia, which is a continent, that we call
"Planet  Earth  Amazonia"  –  Planet  Earth,  Planet  Amazonia.  It  has  its
charms and disappointments. Amazonia is like this. It is beautiful, it has a
friendly people. We appreciate your interest in our Brazil, in our Amazo-
nia.” (P16)55

The warm words of welcome offered by one of my first interviewees gave me an
impression of what I had to expect of my field research: a region full of charms
and disappointments, and a friendly people willing to share their hopes and
concerns. For me as a researcher wanting to  uncover the deeper meanings of
the Belo Monte conflict it was indispensable to meet my research object and my
interviewees with an open mind. Likewise, I  consider it indispensable for the
reader of this study to familiarize himself/ herself with the context of the case
study in order to truly understand the local movement and to appreciate its col-
lective activities.

This chapter introduces the reader to the political, social, economic, cul-
tural, and environmental context of the Belo Monte project. In Section 4.1, I giv-
en an overview of the settlement, national integration, and socioeconomic de-
velopment of the Brazilian Amazon. Section  4.2 discuss the legal basis for the
Environmental Impact Assessment, which is a precondition for the implementa-
tion of the Belo Monte Dam and a controversial issue in the conflict. In Section
4.3, I outline the  historic development of the conflict over the exploitation of
the Xingu River's hydroelectric potential from the 1980s until  2012 and offer
facts and figures about the project. Then I present the key actors involved in its
authorization and implementation, and I introduce the reader to the city of Al-
tamira and its inhabitants who are at the center of this conflict.

55 Throughout the study, interviews with activists are referenced by a document ID that can be
found in the list of activist interviews in Annex 2. The translation from Portuguese to English
was done by the author of this study in accordance with the translation rules mentioned in
Chapter  3.  Words  that  were emphasized by the narrator  are  underlined.  Distinct,  lengthy
pauses are marked by ellipses.  Unfinished words and sentences are marked by a hyphen.
Omissions in a quotation are marked by three periods in square brackets, while insertions are
marked with the initials of the author of this study in square brackets.
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4.1 Developmentalism and National Integration

The official Brazilian Amazon region consists of the seven states of the North re-
gion, namely Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima and Tocantins,
plus parts of Mato Grosso and Maranhão.56 This vast territory of approximately
5 million square kilometers is very diverse in terms of settlement and socioeco-
nomic living conditions, the ethnic and cultural structure of its inhabitants, and
other factors like environmental and climatic conditions (World Bank 2013).

The state of Pará, where the Belo Monte Dam is located, is considered a
frontier state (Coy and Klingler 2011: 112; McAllister 2008: 30). Given its abun-
dance in natural resources, Pará has been suffering substantially from deforesta-
tion and exploitation at least since the 1970s. The economic valorization of the
region and its integration into  the national territory have been at the core of
Brazil's development model. The state has taken an ambivalent role in these de-
velopments. On the one hand, it has sought to stimulate the modernization of
the region through large infrastructure  projects  such as  railways,  roads,  and
dams. On the other hand, it has failed to regulate the dynamic development. To-
day, intensive livestock farming, commercial logging, soybean farming, and min-
eral extraction place high pressure on the natural environment and the local
population (Coy and Klingler 2011: 109–110). Conflicts over land have been at
the center of these dynamics, as the state has failed to regulate and certify land
acquisitions in Amazonia for decades (Coy and Klingler 2011: 123). As a conse-
quence, development projects in the region raise a number of questions regard-
ing property rights and rights of use, the reconciliation of diverging interests,
and the balancing of social, economic, and environmental aspects of develop-
ment (Coy and Klingler 2011: 113). Moreover, the dynamics of the pioneer front
create unique context conditions for the development of an active civil society
and the emergence and maintenance of social movements.57

The  social  and  economic  development  of  northern  Brazil  (including
Brazil's Amazon states) has been a political project for decades. Civil and military
governments have sought to populate the vast area and promote its social, cul -
tural, and economic relations with other parts of the country  (Reis 2012: 26).
Between 1930 and 1964 major infrastructure projects were carried out with the
objective of consolidating the Brazilian territory and turning the country into a
major  economic player  (Cole  and Liverman 2011:  151).  The  governments  of

56 Throughout this study, I use the terms Amazon and Amazonia interchangeably.
57 The term pioneer front is used by geographers to refer to areas characterized by unconsolidat-

ed economic and social spaces that experience significant dynamics of change (Coy and Klin -
gler 2011: 112).
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Getúlio Vargas and Juscelino Kubischek developed programs for the economic
valorization of the territory and established a development model that came to
be known as developmentalism (desenvolvimentismo). This development model
concentrates on (1) fostering vertical import-substitution industrialization (ISI)
by focusing on basic industries, (2) promoting foreign direct investment, and (3)
steering private investments into priority sectors (Sikkink 1991: 33; also see Reis
2012: 29). Emphasis was placed on the domination and the national integration
of the vast territories in the Northeast and in the Brazilian Amazon. This includ-
ed the concession of land to agricultural settlers at attractive economic condi-
tions with the objective of creating a lasting immigration to the region  (Reis
2012: 26). The extension of the Amazon pioneer front was continued and even
strengthened under the military regime (1964-1985). Seeking to implement a
prearranged social, economic, and cultural order, it attracted settlers (so-called
colonos) to the region, and thus, contributed to its unique social and cultural di-
versity (Reis 2012: 29). During the Medici administration (1969-1974), the devel-
opment model enabled average growth rates of 11.5% per year. However, it be-
came detrimental when commodity prices deteriorated in the mid-1970s. For-
eign debt and rising interest rates resulted in a recession and initiated a decade
of stagnation, often called “the lost decade” in Latin America  (Schmalz 2012:
266).

Nonetheless, the investment strategy of the 1930s to 1960s is reflected
in current development programs like the Growth Acceleration Program, which
was launched in 2007 under the second Lula administration. Dilma Rousseff,
President of the Republic from 2011 till 2016 and Chief of Staff of the Presidency
of the Republic from 2005 till 2010, was actively involved in the creation of the
PAC. She has been emphasizing the importance of the PAC (2007-2010) and its
successor PAC 2 (2011-2014) for the socioeconomic development of the country
(Jungmann 2010; Macedo 2013; Marra 2007), and announced a third phase of
the program in April 2014 (Lourenço 2014). The objective of the PAC is to foster
Brazil's economic development by allocating resources to the following six in-
vestment  blocs:  (1)  better  city  (cidade  melhor),  (2)  citizen  community
(comunidade cidadã), (3) my home my life (minha casa minha vida), (4) water
and electricity for all (água e luz para todos), (5) transport (transportes), and (6)
energy (energia). In the energy sector, projects seek the diversification of Brazil's
energy matrix with a view to ensuring the supply of electrical power throughout
the country. Investments focus on increasing the share of renewable and clean
sources in the generation of electrical power, promoting the exploitation of oil
and gas in the pre-salt layer off the Brazilian coast, and fostering the production
of petroleum based products (MP n.d.).  Hydropower plants are promoted as a
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renewable and clean source of electricity and form a substantial part of the PAC.
The program stipulates the development of 40 hydropower projects of different
sizes in Amazonia. Moreover, four river basins in the region are being invento-
ried in order to assess their hydroelectric potential (MP n.d.).58

Scientists  and  movement  participants  claim  that  the  infrastructure
projects stipulated by the PAC for the Brazilian Amazon do not consider the
needs and interests of the local  population. Instead,  they resemble the pro-
grams of past civil and military regimes that sought to “civilize” the Amazon and
combat the “social backwardness” of its inhabitants – particularly, the indige-
nous peoples  (Reis 2012: 26–27; Verdum 2011). Therefore, any assessment of
the Belo Monte Dam should consider the region's historic social, political, and
economic status and development vis-à-vis the central and southern regions of
Brazil (Reis 2012: 30).

4.2 The Brazilian Environmental Legislation

Brazil's environmental laws are considered to be strong; yet, their enforcement
is insufficient. An entire chapter of the Brazilian Constitution of 1988 is dedicat-
ed to environmental protection; and the environmental law stipulates the use of
environmental impact studies and licenses, liability for environmental damages,
and prosecution of environmental crimes. However, environmental agencies in
Brazil tend to be unable to enforce this thorough and sophisticated legislation
(McAllister 2008: 20).

The Brazilian environmental law includes federal and state law, the for-
mer of which tends to be more important for Amazonia. It addresses the protec-
tion of natural resources, among other things, which is a persistent issue in the
region. Major advances in Brazil's environmental legislation were  made in the
1980s. In particular, the National Environmental Policy Act (Lei da Política Na-
cional do Meio Ambiente) introduced environmental standards and instruments
for environmental protection. It also provided the basis for the involvement of
the Federal Public Ministry (Ministério Público Federal, MPF) in the prosecution
of environmental crimes (McAllister 2008: 22–23).  The MPF is an independent
agency that monitors the compliance of public and private actors with those
laws that are of collective interests. In the conflict over the Belo Monte Dam,
the Federal Public Prosecutor of Belém is an important ally of the social move-
ment. The MPF can start its own investigations and has the obligation to investi-

58 For a graphic overview of the distribution of hydropower projects, see the website Dams in
Amazonia (International Rivers et al. n.d.).
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gate cases brought to its attention by others – for example, by civil society orga-
nizations (Portal Brasil 2014a). The involvement of the Federal Public Ministry in
the enforcement of the environmental legislation was specified in the Public Civ-
il Action Law (Lei de Ação Civil Pública) of 1985 (McAllister 2008: 24). Moreover,
the  legislation  on environmental  licensing  was  strengthened  throughout  the
1980s and 1990s by resolutions of the National Environmental Council (Consel-
ho Nacional do Meio Ambiente, CONAMA). For example, environmental permits
for large dams became mandatory in 1985, and Environmental Impact Assess-
ments  and  Environmental  Impact  Reports  (Relatório  de  Impacto  Ambiental,
RIMA), which make the conclusions of the EIA accessible to decision makers and
the public,  became integral parts of the licensing process in 1986  (McAllister
2008: 23–24).

In recent years, Brazil has sought to implement an overall development
strategy in its Amazon region. The Brazilian Ministry of Science and Technology
(Ministério da Ciência e Tecnologia,  MCT)  emphasizes  the substantial  impor-
tance of Amazonia based on its biodiversity of plants and animals, its rich soils,
and its relevance for climate change mitigation. The MCT itself seeks an impor-
tant role in inducing a scientific and technological development that values bio-
diversity and combats the exploitative practices in the Brazilian Amazon (MCTI
2012). However, Brazil's behavior with respect to sustainable development and
the use of natural resources in Amazonia seems inconsistent. Recent legislative
procedures have reduced protection areas in order to promote large infrastruc-
ture projects such as roads and hydropower plants  (Abranches 2013: 57). The
number of prospective infrastructure projects in the region has increased ac-
cordingly (Fearnside 2009: 7). Moreover, extractivism – that is, the exploitation
of  natural  resources  for  the  purpose  of  generating  rents  from export  –  has
gained importance as a development model throughout Latin America  (Blanke
2013: 2). Extractivism on a grand scale produces severe conflicts over territorial
and environmental questions, and affects primarily those segments of society
that  are marginalized already. In  recent years,  local  conflicts  exacerbated,  as
state institutions and mechanisms of representation and participation are insuf-
ficient to moderate them (Blanke 2013: 3).

4.3 The Belo Monte Conflict

Brazil's rapid socioeconomic development at the start of the new millennium
has been paralleled by an increase in total primary energy consumption by more
than one third within ten years  (EIA 2014). Demand for electrical power is ex-
pected to grow further at an average 4.3% p.a. in the next ten years, amounting
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to a total consumption of 781.7 terawatt hours (TWh) in 2023 compared with a
consumption of 514 TWh in 2013 (Oliveira 2014). The Brazilian Energy Research
Company (Empresa de Pesquisa Energética, EPE) claims that 79.3% of domesti-
cally generated and imported electricity in Brazil stem from renewable sources.
In 2013, the domestic hydraulic generation accounted for 64.1% of total electric-
ity supply, although the sector experienced a decrease of 5.9% due to the per-
sistent drought (EPE 2014: 15–16). While the authorities emphasize the need to
diversify  the  energy  matrix  and  reduce  dependence  on  hydropower  (Portal
Brasil  2015),  the  development  and  implementation  of  large  hydropower
projects  continues. In 2013, new hydropower plants accounted for 30% of the
total increase in Brazil's electricity generation capacity (EPE 2014: 16). Most no-
tably,  the federal government considers the Belo Monte Hydroelectric Power
Plant a strategic infrastructure project that is of national interest, as it will en-
sure the electrical power supply of the country (Jungmann 2010).

4.3.1 The History of Hydropower Projects at the Xingu River

The first plans to exploit the hydroelectric potential of the Xingu River emerged
in the 1970s, when the newly created energy  company Eletronorte started to
map the river basin. The Xingu River originates in the Xingu Indigenous Park
(Parque Indígena do Xingu) in the state of Mato Grosso and flows through the
states of Mato Grosso and Pará for about 1 979 km before it empties into the
Amazon River. It is home to approximately 25 000 indigenous people from 18
distinct  ethnic  groups  (International  Rivers  n.d.).  The  original  hydropower
project, called Kararaô Dam, stipulated the construction of seven dams and the
flooding  of  18 000  km²  of  rainforest  for  the  purpose  of  generating  19 000
megawatts (MW). It would have affected 7 000 indigenous people in twelve in-
digenous territories along the Xingu River, among other inhabitants of the re-
gion (Instituto Socioambiental n.d.a).  From the outset, the hydropower project
encountered resistance by CSOs, indigenous communities, national and interna-
tional NGOs, and the local population. As a result, the original investors, includ-
ing the World Bank, withdrew their support in 1989. The project was put on
hold until 1994, when Eletronorte resubmitted a substantially modified proposal
to the National Department of Water and Electrical Energy (Departamento Na-
cional de Águas e Energia Elétrica, DNAEE) and requested the concession for the
hydropower project that was now called Belo Monte. The evaluation of the Belo
Monte Dam as a strategic infrastructure project in the pluriannual plan 2000-
2003  provided  the  basis  for  the  heavy  promotion  and  authorization  of  the
project over the next years (Instituto Socioambiental n.d.a).
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However, the authorization of the project has been severely criticized.
The  Brazilian  constitution  requires  the  national  congress  to  approve  of  hy-
dropower projects that affect indigenous peoples (Article 231, Paragraph 3). Ac-
cording to Fearnside, the approval of the Belo Monte Dam by Legislative Decree
No. 788 was rushed through congress on 13 July 2005 without noteworthy de-
bate (Fearnside 2006: 18–19). On 26 August 2005, the MPF instituted legal pro-
ceedings in the Supreme Court claiming that the authorization of the project
and the conduct of environmental impact assessments were unconstitutional.
The action was repelled by the Supreme Court in December of the same year.
During the following years, legal battles continued and the authorization of the
project was impeded by court injunctions time and again. On 20 April 2010, the
consortium Norte Energia S.A. (henceforth: Norte Energia) won the auction for
the construction of the Belo Monte Hydroelectric Power Plant. On 26 August
2010, Brazil's then President Lula signed a contract with Norte Energia on the
construction and operation of  the dam for  a  period of  35 years  (Bitencourt
2010; Machado 2010). On this occasion, the then President of the Republic and
the then President of Norte Energia, Carlos Nascimento, affirmed the dam's out-
standing significance for the country's energy supply and its economic develop-
ment. “I think this is a victory for Brazil's energy sector,” Lula said on the occa -
sion of the signing of the contract (Bitencourt 2010). On 1 June 2011, the license
authorizing the installation of the Belo Monte Dam was issued (Deutsche Welle
2011); as a result, construction works started in July of the same year (Figueira
2011). The hydropower plant was scheduled to start its operation in January
2015 and to be completed in January 2019 (MME 2011). However, the construc-
tions are delayed, which – according to Norte Energia – is the result of difficul-
ties in the authorization of the project, legal actions, invasions of the construc-
tion sites, and blockades by environmental movements (Peduzzi 2015).

4.3.2 Consequences and Viability of the Belo Monte Project

After  substantial  modifications,  the Belo  Monte Dam is considered a scaled-
down version of the original hydropower project at the Xingu River. The power-
house will have an installed capacity of 11 200 MW, and the area that will be
flooded has been reduced to 516 km². The project takes advantage of the natu-
ral downward slope of the river; in addition, two canals are built to divert the
river water to the main powerhouse. According to the authorities, this innova-
tive canal system reduces the land area required to generate power (MME and
EPE 2011). However, experts warn that this will substantially reduce the water
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level in the so-called Volta Grande (big bend) – a 100 km stretch of the river.59

This  poses a  threat  to indigenous communities  living along the river and its
igarapés because fish stocks will be decimated, the navigation by boat will be
hampered significantly, and stagnant pools of water will promote the prolifera-
tion of waterborne diseases like malaria  (International Rivers 2010).60 Figure  1
shows the course of the Xingu River, the canals and artificial reservoir, and the
location of the main powerhouse.

59 The term Volta Grande is used throughout this study to refer to the inhabited area along this
100 km stretch of the river. In this sense, it does not only denote the course of the river but
also the Xingu's small distributary channels (called  igarapés), its margins, and the land area
between the river and the Trans-Amazon Highway that will be cut by the canals and the artifi-
cial reservoir.

60 Igarapés are small distributary channels of the rivers and streams in the Amazon basin. Due to
their narrow width and dense vegetation, they can only be navigated with small boats. Igara-
pés are home to fishers and riverine people who often live in stilt houses on the river margin.

Source: International Rivers 2010
Figure 1: Project details of the Belo Monte Hydroelectric Power Plant
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In line with the Brazilian legislation, an Environmental Impact Assessment was
carried out by Eletrobras and the construction companies Andrade Gutierrez,
Camargo Corrêa, and Odebrecht.61 The findings were published in 2009 in the
Environmental  Impact  Report  (Leme 2009).62 This contested report  differenti-
ates three areas of influence of the Belo Monte project: (1) areas of indirect in-
fluence, (2) areas of direct influence, and (3) areas that are directly affected. 63

While the first group comprises areas that are distant from the project and may
suffer indirect modifications only, the second group comprises areas in the vicin-
ity of the power plant and the reservoir. The third group includes areas that are
occupied by engineering structures and the necessary infrastructure for the con-
struction works,  including construction sites,  roads,  and flooded areas  (Leme
2009: 30). After the granting of the preliminary license  (licença prévia), which
included 40 conditions, the contracted Norte Energia consortium was obliged to
develop a Basic Environmental Plan (Plano Básico Ambiental, PBA) based on the
findings of the EIA in order to fulfill the requirements for the granting of the in -
stallation license (Norte Energia 2017a). Moreover, the Belo Monte project was
included in the Xingu Regional Sustainable Development Plan (Plano de Desen-
volvimento Regional Sustentável do Xingu, PDRS Xingu), a joint project of the
federal government and the state government of Pará, which seeks to improve
the living conditions of the population and to promote the sustainable develop-
ment of the region (Secretaria Executiva do CGDEX n.d.). Norte Energia contrib-
utes close to 500 million reais (approx.  141 million euros) to the investment
(Norte Energia 2017a). While the conditions stipulated in the preliminary license
are supposed to prepare the region in advance for the Belo Monte project, the
PBA and the PDRS Xingu are to be implemented simultaneous to the construc-
tion works.

61 Eletrobras (Centrais Elétricas Brasileiras S.A.) is the largest Brazilian company in the area of
generation, transmission, and distribution of electrical energy, and one of the ten largest pow-
er utility companies in the world. The federal government holds 52% of the shares in Eletro-
bras; the rest is traded at different stock exchanges (Eletrobras n.d.).

62 The findings of the Environmental Impact Assessment are published in the Environmental Im-
pact Report. Some interviewees combine the terms or use them interchangeably.

63 The quality of the EIA/RIMA is contested because it was financed and carried out by the com-
panies that were later commissioned to construct and operate the Belo Monte Dam (Jagger
2012; also see Fearnside 2009: 6; Instituto Socioambiental n.d.a). Moreover, researchers in-
volved in the study accuse Eletronorte of having controlled their research and edited their
findings before they were submitted to the Executive Secretariat for Science, Technology, and
the Environment (Secretaria Executiva de Ciência, Tecnologia, e Meio Ambiente, SECTAM; pre-
decessor of the current State Secretariat of the Environment, Secretaria de Estado de Meio
Ambiente, SEMA) (Forline and Assis 2004: 23).
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A study from 2009 commissioned by civil society organizations and con-
ducted by the Panel of Experts draws attention to flaws in the EIA regarding the
evaluation of the project's social and environmental consequences, its impact
on indigenous communities, and its technical feasibility and economic viability
(Painel de Especialistas 2009). More specifically, the study questions the quality
of the EIA, arguing that it is methodologically inconsistent, that it lacks adequate
and consistent references, that the data collection was unsystematic and incom-
plete, and that data was misinterpreted. Moreover, the study criticizes that the
RIMA uses a rhetoric that deliberately seeks to hide the negative consequences
of the project. For example, the expression “stretch of reduced flow” (trecho de
vazão reduzida), which refers to the Volta Grande, is considered an euphemism
that conceals the project's direct impact on the indigenous territories Juruna do
Paquiçamba and Arara da Volta Grande (Painel de Especialistas 2009: 11). From
the panel's point of view, the RIMA underestimates the directly affected area,
the affected population, the loss in biodiversity, and the compulsory displace-
ment of the rural and urban population. Moreover, it denies the impacts down-
stream of the main dam and the powerhouse, it disregards threats to health and
water security, and it overestimates the actual power generation of the plant,
while underestimating the social, environmental, and economic costs of the un-
dertaking (Painel de Especialistas 2009: 11).

The panel's criticism with respect to the project's technical and economic
unfeasibility has been confirmed by other studies. Stickler and colleagues point
out that the forests surrounding a hydropower plant have a significant impact
on rainfall and river water flow, which in turn influence the energy generation
potential of a facility. This is especially true in areas characterized by seasonal or
erratic rainfall as is typical of the tropics  (Stickler et al. 2013: 1). Past studies
have already demonstrated a particularly strong effect of deforestation on hy-
drology in the Xingu River basin (Coe et al. 2009). The study by Stickler and col-
leagues substantiates the existing criticism of Belo Monte's inefficiency by con-
firming that the extreme seasonality of the river in conjunction with the small
reservoir will reduce the energy generation potential to 33-38% of the installed
capacity. Moreover, by simulating the indirect effects of deforestation within the
Xingu and Amazon basins, the study demonstrates that the energy generation
potential of Belo Monte could fall to as low as 25% of the installed capacity in
the most extreme scenario (Stickler et al. 2013: 3).

While scientific research has shown that the Belo Monte Dam will have a
substantial impact on the region, some of its consequences – especially the en-
vironmental and larger climatic consequences – remain unclear. Moreover, the
authorities and Norte Energia are said to heavily promote the project and to de-
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liberately  conceal  and neglect  actual  and potential  drawbacks.  As  this  study
aims to uncover the deeper meanings that activists attribute to the conflict over
Belo Monte, their perception of the impacts and consequences will be discussed
in detail in Chapter 5.

4.3.3 Actors Involved in the Implementation of Belo Monte

Several organizations are involved in the assessment, authorization, construc-
tion and operation of the hydropower plant at the Xingu River. This section gives
an overview of the actors and their involvement.

Norte Energia S.A. is a consortium comprising state-owned and private
companies from the energy sector, pension and investment funds, and private
sector participants. The largest shareholder is Eletronorte (Centrais Elétricas do
Norte  do  Brasil  S.A.)  with  approximately  20%  of  the  shares  (Norte  Energia
2017b).  Eletronorte  is  a subsidiary  of  Eletrobras,  which holds 49.98% of  the
shares in the Norte Energia consortium (Norte Energia 2017b). On 20 April 2010,
Norte Energia received the concession for the construction and operation of the
Belo Monte Hydroelectric Power Plant for a duration of 35 years (Norte Energia
2017a).

The construction of the physical infrastructure was subcontracted to the
Belo  Monte  Construction  Consortium  (Consórcio  Construtor  Belo  Monte,
CCBM), which consists of 10 enterprises with varying shares; among them the
largest construction companies in Brazil: Andrade Gutierrez  (18%), Odebrecht
(16%), and Camargo Corrêa (16%) (CCBM 2014). Prefabricated parts are provid-
ed by domestic  and transnational  suppliers.  For  example,  the consortium of
Voith Hydro (Germany), Andritz AG (Austria), and Alstom (France) was awarded
a contract with a total volume of 330 million euros to supply hydroelectric tur-
bines,  generators,  and  other  equipment  for  the  Belo  Monte  project.  Other
transnational companies are involved in the reinsurance of the undertaking (for
example,  Munich  Re and Allianz)  or  provide equipment  for  the construction
works (for example, Daimler). Their involvement has provoked protest at the
headquarters  and stockholders'  meetings  of  the involved companies  (Kleiber
and Russau 2014: 27–35).

The authorization of the Belo Monte project rests with the Brazilian Insti-
tute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources (Instituto Brasileiro do
Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis, IBAMA). IBAMA is a federal
agency that was founded in 1989 to consolidate the federal agencies entrusted
with environmental issues. It is responsible for the implementation of national
politics pertaining to the environment and focuses on natural resource manage-



90 4 Collective Action in the Amazon State of Pará

ment,  particularly  in  regions with  abundant  natural  resources  like  Amazonia
(McAllister 2008: 25). IBAMA's activities include environmental licensing, envi-
ronmental quality control, authorization of the use of natural resources, and en-
vironmental monitoring and control. In this sense, IBAMA claims to act as an
“environmental police” (IBAMA 2010).64 On 1 February 2010, IBAMA issued the
preliminary license for the Belo Monte project, which authorized the auction of
the project (Gramacho 2010). The preliminary license stipulates the realization
of public audiences and the fulfillment of 40 conditions related to water quality,
wildlife, sanitation,  social compensation, and the recovery of degraded areas,
among others (Gramacho 2010; Norte Energia 2017a).

As several indigenous communities will be affected directly or indirectly
by the Belo Monte project, the National Indian Foundation (Fundação Nacional
do Índio, FUNAI) is involved in the authorization and monitoring of the Belo
Monte project as well. FUNAI is a federal agency under the Ministry of Justice
(Ministério da Justiça, MJ) that is responsible for establishing and implementing
policies towards indigenous peoples in accordance with the Brazilian Constitu-
tion of 1988. Its responsibilities include the demarcation and protection of in-
digenous territories, the promotion of sustainable development in indigenous
communities,  and the inter-institutional  communication.  Its  objectives are to
guarantee indigenous people's  civil  rights  and their  access  to education and
health services, among others (FUNAI n.d.). In the process of the environmental
licensing, FUNAI is responsible only for questions regarding the indigenous peo-
ples affected by the Belo Monte project. It contributed 13 conditions pertaining
to indigenous issues to the preliminary license (Programa de Comunicação Indí-
gena – UHE Belo Monte 2011).

4.3.4 The Municipality of Altamira and the Local Population

The municipality of Altamira is located in the Xingu Valley (Vale do Xingu). With
an extension of about 159 533.401 km² it is the second largest municipality in
the world. Before the start of the Belo Monte project, Altamira had a population
of  approximately  100 000 inhabitants,  85% of  which  lived in  the urban area
(Umbuzeiro and Umbuzeiro 2012: 27). In 2014, the Brazilian Institute of Geogra-
phy and Statistics (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, IBGE) estimated
that the population had grown to 106 768 inhabitants (IBGE 2014), while media

64 IBAMA's website provides comprehensive and detailed documents about the licensing of the
Belo Monte project, such as technical reports, environmental impact assessments, reports of
public consultations, terms of reference of the project, etc. (IBAMA n.d.).
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reports suggest that the population had increased to at least 140 000 inhabi-
tants in 2013 already (Folha de São Paulo 2013). This increase is commonly at-
tributed to the arrival of migratory workers and new settlers who expect to ben-
efit from the Belo Monte project (Folha de São Paulo 2013; Oliveira 2010). Ac-
cording to the newspaper Folha de São Paulo, 18 000 workers were expected to
be employed at the construction sites during the peak time of the project; how-
ever, the number of workers increased to 25 000 already in the second semester
of the construction (Folha de São Paulo 2013). Altamira has been referred to as
the „eternal last frontier” (Umbuzeiro and Umbuzeiro 2012: 18). Throughout its
history of approximately 130 years, the municipality has experienced different
eras, “starting with the virgin front of the nineteenth century, the extraction of
rubber for the Americans,  passing through the conquest  of the green ocean
with the Trans-Amazon Highway,  until  arriving at  the future big wall  of  Belo
Monte” (Umbuzeiro and Umbuzeiro 2012: 18).

It is unknown since when Amazonia has been populated; however, the
federal government acknowledges that the territory that became the Brazilian
state was inhabited by indigenous tribes before the arrival of the Portuguese in
1500. The colonization initiated the immigration of people from various ethnic
groups and the import of slaves from Africa. In the nineteenth and twentieth
century, the number of immigrants seeking to escape economic problems, wars,
or persecution increased. While African slaves where brought to the Northeast-
ern region of the country, immigrants from Europe tended to settle in the South
(Portal Brasil 2014b). These populational patterns are still visible today, despite
the fact that the miscegenation of ethnic groups in Brazil was promoted by intel-
lectuals and the state between the 1930s and the 1980s (Telles 2004: 33).65 The
development of the current populational pattern in Pará occurred in cycles. The
colonization by the Portuguese colonial rulers caused the “depopulation” of the
region, in that hundreds of indigenous tribes were eradicated and millions of in-
digenous people died of diseases  (Portal Brasil  2014b). The arrival of African
slaves and several rounds of both state led and private colonization attempts re-
sulted in the mixture of various ethnics.66 Today, the state is inhabited by people
who combine indigenous, European, and African origin. In social terms they are

65 During most of the nineteenth century, miscegenation was believed to degenerate a people.
However, towards the turn of the century, races mixture came to be understood as an instru-
ment to whiten the Brazilian population and fight its backwardness (Telles 2004: 24). A very
influential book by Gilberto Freyre called Casa-Grande e Senzala (English: The Masters and the
Slaves) published in 1933 offered new perspectives on miscegenation as “a positive national
characteristic and the most important symbol of Brazilian culture” (Telles 2004: 33).

66 The colonization of Amazonia with a focus on Pará is outlined by Foweraker (1981: Chapter 6).
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often  referred  to  as  riverine  people,  indigenous  people,  rubber  tappers
(seringueiros), gold seekers (garimpeiros), fishers, and workers (Portal Amazônia
2017).  Moreover,  the region is inhabited by  subsistence farmers who settled
along the Trans-Amazon Highway in the 1970s and 1980s in the course of the
Military Government's attempts to colonize the region. They base their liveli-
hoods  on  small-scale  farming,  cash  crops,  and  small-scale  timber  extraction
(Toni 2007: 1).67 Another relevant social group are so called quilombolas. These
people are descendants of former slaves who have maintained their cultural and
religious traditions, and their subsistence lifestyle over the centuries (Palmares
2017). Oftentimes, the inhabitants of the region are collectively referred to as
forest people (povos da floresta). The Amazon Environmental Research Institute
(Instituto de Pesquisa Ambiental da Amazônia, IPAM) defines forest people as
“traditional inhabitants of the Amazon rainforest – indigenous peoples, rubber
tappers, chestnut gatherers, etc. – who base their livelihood on the extraction of
products such as rubber, chestnuts,  balata, vegetable oils, and others.68 More-
over, they engage in non-predatory hunting and fishing as well as subsistence
farming. Forest peoples are social groups that require the forest and the rivers
for survival, and know how to use natural resources without destroying them”
(IPAM n.d., author’s translation).

The analysis of the social movement against Belo Monte was informed by
these social categories in that they structured the sampling of interviewees (cf.
Chapter 3). However, in line with the research question and the hermeneutic re-
search design, emphasis is placed on the reconstruction of people's personal,
social, and collective identities from their own point of view (cf. Chapter 5).

67 According to the Merriam Webster Online Dictionary, a cash crop is “a crop (such as tobacco
or cotton) that is grown to be sold rather than for use by the farmer” (Merriam Webster
2015).

68 Balata is an inelastic rubber-like material.



5 From Cohesion to Fragmentation: The Social Movement 
against Belo Monte

When I visited Altamira and Belém in May 2012, the social movement against
Belo Monte stood at a crossroad. The construction of the Belo Monte Dam was
starting to take shape, workers were occupying the construction site demanding
the improvement of working conditions, and the social movement was facing
criminalization and legal charges for alleged instigation of the workforce and in-
terference in the construction. However, the obvious challenges that the social
movement was facing at that time turned out to be only the tip of the iceberg.
Inside the social movement a struggle over loyalties was posing a severe threat
to movement cohesion.

The present analysis does not only provide explanations for the persis-
tence of the collective action and the initial cohesion of the social movement, as
was the intention of this study. It also reveals unexpected movement dynamics
that are linked to recent developments in Brazil's civil society and that have in-
teresting implications for the study of non-Western social movements.

The detailed analysis of the empirical material provides an insight into
those movement dynamics that usually remain covert to outsiders. It  reveals
that Altamira's civil society benefited substantially from the grassroots work of
the Catholic Church in the 1980s but suffered strong repercussions in the after-
math of the 2002 presidential elections and the coming into office of former
President Lula on 1 January 2003.

This chapter analyzes the dynamics in the social movement against Belo
Monte and advances the following central argument:

The election and  coming into  office  of  the  Workers'  Party,  which  is
solidly based in grassroots organizations, altered the context conditions
for  civil  society  in  Brazil.  It  had  severe  repercussions  for  the  social
movement against Belo Monte in that it induced a  divergence of the
collective action frame and an identity crisis among activists, which in
turn resulted in the fragmentation of the social movement.

The social movement literature discusses fragmentation as a regular phase in
the life cycle of a social movement. According to Mauss, successful movements
tend to experience what he calls a “normal fragmentation” after their claims
have been officially included in the formal political process  (Mauss 1975: 64).
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However, the author acknowledges that conflict and pressure may cause a social
movement's fragmentation at any point in time  (Mauss 1975: 64 referencing
Smelser 1962: 304–305; also see Oberschall 1973: 143). Without denying the
success of the social movement against Belo Monte in raising awareness and
challenging the authorities, its recent divergence cannot be considered a “nor-
mal fragmentation” sensu Mauss. It rather resulted from a combination of inter-
nal and external factors that challenged the cohesion and promoted the frag-
mentation  of  the  movement.  Internal  factors  referes  to  factors  arising  from
internal movement dynamics that can be instrumentalized by activists, whereas
external  refers  to  factors  arising  outside  the  social  movement.  The
differentiation  emerged  from  the  original  data  by  means  of  constant
comparison.69 While  the dynamics  of  cohesion and fragmentation are at  the
center of this study, they can only be understood through an in-depth analysis
of the collective action frames and the personal, social, and collective identities
prevalent in the movement.

In line with the interpretive approach, the central argument advanced in
this chapter derives from the interviewees' perceptions and narrations of the
conflict. The study does not aim to find an absolute truth. Rather, it seeks to re-
construct the meanings that activists attribute to the social conflict and their
collective action. Their  personal  accounts of the occurrences are complex,  in
that they  include extensive information, which the interviewees structure and
present in accordance with their particular relevance system. The aim of this
chapter is to reduce the complexity of the empirical phenomenon by breaking it
down into smaller units that can be analyzed in detail. The separation of individ-
ual aspects is an artificial, yet analytically useful, method to raise empirical find-
ings to the level of theoretical concepts. However, in order to acknowledge the
complexity of the phenomenon, the individual aspects will be related to each
other throughout this chapter, and they will be evaluated in light of social move-
ment theory in Chapter 6.

This chapter is structured as follows: Section 5.1 starts with a discussion
of the historical development of civil society organizations in Altamira. I intro-
duce the  Movement for the Development at the Trans-Amazon Highway and
Xingu (Movimento pelo Desenvolvimento da Transamazônica e Xingu, MDTX),
which united a large number of grassroots organizations in their collective ac-

69 Only in a second step did I compare my understanding of the fragmentation process in the
Belo Monte conflict to existing research on factionalism. A review of the literature confirmed
that other studies, too, have differentiated between internal and external factors driving frag-
mentation in social movements.



5 From Cohesion to Fragmentation: The Social Movement against Belo Monte 95

tion against hydropower projects at the Xingu River before it entered into a cri-
sis in the early years of this century and eventually split in early 2008. Then I in-
troduce the principle SMOs that emerged from the fragmentation of the MDTX,
and other organizations that participate in the struggle against Belo Monte. The
section also includes an introduction of the relevant state and business actors,
and a brief discussion of the local population's opinion and mobilization for col-
lective action. While the study has a clear focus on the municipality of Altamira,
I make occasional references to the adjacent municipalities of Vitória do Xingu
and Brasil Novo. The preliminary conclusion at the end of this section contrib-
utes to building up the central argument presented above.

Section 5.2 provides an in-depth analysis of the personal, social, and col-
lective identities of local activists in Altamira and Belém. Identities are assumed
to contribute to the persistence of the collective action and the maintenance of
movement cohesion, as the social movement against Belo Monte is very hetero-
geneous and actors are expected to have different believes and interests. In dis-
cussing the personal identities of local activists, I focus on their typical charac-
teristics and their motivation for collective action. I also elaborate on the moti-
vation  and  contribution  of  female  activists  in  the  social  movement.  The
discussion of social identities starts with an analysis of the interviewees' use of
the term peoples. Then I elaborate on the social identities and self-identifica-
tions of the fishers, riverine peoples, and indigenous peoples that inhabit the
Xingu River basin.70 Finally, I propose that the definition of a collective identity is
a central  dynamic that  promotes movement cohesion. Therefore, I  introduce
the collective identity of local movement participants in this section, and re-
sume the discussion in Section 5.4.

In  Section  5.3,  I  present  an  in-depth analysis  of  the  collective  action
frames and framing processes prevalent in the social movement. The section
starts with a detailed discussion of the Belo Monte diagnostic frame, which is
shared in large parts by the two factions of the social movement. In discussing
the framing process, I explicate how a divergence of the diagnostic frame con-
tributed to the fragmentation of the movement and to the definition of differ-
ent prognostic frames, which are discussed subsequently. At the end of this sec-
tion,  I  draw a preliminary conclusion about the role of  framing in the social
movement. I propose that framing processes play a particularly important role

70 Riverine people are one of the so-called traditional peoples and communities (Povos e Comu-
nidades Tradicionais, PCTs) of Brazil. These groups occupy traditional territories, either perma-
nently or temporarily, and use natural resources for their economic, social, cultural, and reli -
gious reproduction (MDS 2016).
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in movement cohesion and fragmentation. This discussion is resumed in Section
5.4.

Section 5.4 focuses on movement dynamics, and draws on the previous
discussion of identities and collective action frames. I introduce the core cate-
gories of my study – that is, cohesion and fragmentation. I argue that between
1989 and the early years of this century, a collective identity and a collective ac -
tion frame contributed substantially to the persistence of the collective action
and the maintenance of movement cohesion in the social movement against the
Belo Monte Dam. However, the movement suffered strong repercussions in the
aftermath of the 2002 presidential elections. In order to contextualize the devel-
opments in Altamira, I briefly review the current state of research on fragmenta-
tion in social movements. Then I move on to an in-depth analysis of the internal
and  external  factors  that  promoted  fragmentation  in  the  social  movement
against Belo Monte. The section further elaborates on the dynamics of the frag-
mentation and its results – that is, the factions and movement boundaries that
emerged from the process. The section closes with a preliminary conclusion on
cohesion and fragmentation in the social movement against Belo Monte, which
substantiates the central argument presented above.

Sections  5.1 through  5.3 focus on reconstructing the meaning that ac-
tivists have attributed to the social conflict and their collective action. While I
structure and categorize the arguments of the interviewees by means of con-
stant comparison and classification, I do not evaluate the statements in terms of
their truthfulness, adequateness, and significance, nor do I introduce my own
opinion and assessment  of  the issue.  In  Section  5.4,  I  draw on sections  5.1
through 5.3 for the purpose of analyzing the dynamics of movement cohesion
and fragmentation. This section presents a synthesis of the previous arguments
and demonstrates (1) how collective identities and collective action frames work
together to create movement cohesion, and (2) how a divergence of the collec-
tive action frame and infringements of the collective identity result in the frag-
mentation of the social movement against Belo Monte. My own interpretation
and assessment of the issue only become relevant in Chapter 6. There I take the
empirical findings to a higher level of abstraction and present insights about
identity, framing, cohesion, and fragmentation that can inform future research.
Moreover, I relate my findings to the social movement literature and evaluate
my sensitizing concepts in terms of their relevance and adequateness.



5.1 Conflict Parties: Background and Relationships 97

5.1 Conflict Parties: Background and Relationships

The spectrum of actors in the Belo Monte conflict is large and diverse. Given the
research interest and design, this study was restricted to the investigation of
identity  and framing processes within the social  movement against  the Belo
Monte Dam in Altamira and Belém. However, the definition of identities and the
negotiation of shared beliefs and understandings always take place with refer-
ence to other actors. The establishment of boundaries between one's in-group
and various out-groups is a defining aspect of identity work that contributes to
movement cohesion  (Teune 2008:  533).  Therefore,  reference is  made to the
supporters of the Belo Monte Dam – such as the government, the construction
and operating consortia, and the business people of Altamira – with a view to
their  attitudes and their  behavior towards the social  movement against  Belo
Monte.

5.1.1 Origin and Development of the Social Movement in Altamira

In  order  to  understand  the  emergence  of  the  collective  action  against  hy-
dropower plants at the Xingu River, it is important to know that Altamira's civil
society looks back on a history of social struggles (P19). The development of an
active  civil  society  was  induced  by  the  Christian  Base  Communities  (Comu-
nidades Eclesiais de Base, CEB) that emerged throughout Latin America after the
Second Vatican Council and were established in Altamira in the 1980s.71 Scholars
agree that the Catholic Church, and more specifically the CEBs, exercised sub-
stantial pressure on the military regime and thus contributed to the redemocra-
tization of the country (Della Cava 1989; Encarnación 2003: 112–115).72 Accord-
ing to the interviewees and confirmed by church documents, the CEBs in Altami-
ra educated people about their rights and the link between secular problems

71 The Second Vatican Council was opened under Pope John XXIII on 11 October 1962 and closed
under Pope Paul VI on 8 December 1965 (Davies and Conway 2008: 44). It has been character-
ized as “one of the most important ecclesial events of the twentieth century”  (Davies and
Conway  2008:  54  emphasis  omitted),  because  it  significantly  altered  the  Roman  Catholic
Church's understanding of its nature, structures, procedures, and relationships, thus creating
opportunities for reform and lasting change (Davies and Conway 2008: 53–54).

72 Mainwaring defines the base community as “a small (15-25 people) group that usually meets
once a week, generally to discuss the Bible and its relevance to contemporary issues” (Main-
waring 1986: 108). The objective of CEBs was to “enrich human relationships, facilitate more
effective evangelization, develop better religious education, and promote more active lay par-
ticipation” (Mainwaring 1986: 108). Yet, over time CEBs gained a political relevance that was
initially unintended and unexpected (Mainwaring 1986: 109).
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and religion, and they supported them in organizing the first interest groups
(Provinzialat der Missionare vom Kostbaren Blut 1992; P9, P35).73 Over time, a
variety of grassroots organizations including associations, unions, and coopera-
tives emerged with the objective of promoting the interests of farmers, rural
workers, women, and students. Oftentimes the members of these organizations
were affiliated with the Workers' Party (P9). The strong interconnectedness be-
tween civil society and the PT in Altamira later fueled the conflict of SMOs in the
social movement against Belo Monte.

The interests and claims of the early civil society organizations were di-
verse; yet, all of them were influenced by and reacted against the political, so-
cial, and economic effects of the government's colonization strategy (P16). In-
terviewees recount that in the 1960s and 1970s the military regime developed
and implemented a plan for the national integration of the country (Plano de In-
tegração Nacional, PIN). It focused on the resettlement of people from all over
Brazil, but especially from the Northeast of the country, to Amazonia, and par-
ticularly along the Trans-Amazon Highway (P55). However, the region was poor-
ly prepared for the arrival of the new settlers. Infrastructure was insufficient and
land rights were not addressed properly. To make things worse, the authorities
practically left the region along the Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu River
to its own devices in the following years. The 1980s are therefore frequently re-
ferred to as the “period of abandonment” (P41). The authorities' neglect of the
region created grievances in society that became politicized in the 1980s and let
to the emergence of civil society organizations (P55). Rural workers' unions, as-
sociations, and cooperatives concentrated on economic development, modes of
farming, and wage labor, while neighborhood organizations and movements in
Altamira fought for the provision of basic state services such as public safety and
civil rights (P31, P39, P41).74

“It was always this fight for the government to care for us, to care for the
people, to find a way to avoid leaving the people vulnerable to misman-
agement – for example, to violence, [...] to the suffering, to which it was
exposed.” (P31)

73 The religious aspects of collective action will be discussed in more detail in Section 5.2.
74 It should be noted, that local activists often use the term movement to denominate a collec-

tivity that is actually a social  movement organization,  according to the definitions given in
Chapter 2. Thus, the differentiation between social movement and social movement organiza-
tion proposed in this study is not mirrored in the narratives of local activists. However, as an
analytical perspective it contributes to the reconstruction of collective action in Altamira and
the assessment of recent movement dynamics.
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According to interviewees the pervasive violence against women and children in
Altamira,  which culminated in the disappearance and emasculation of  young
boys between 1989 and 1992, was one of the most pressing grievances leading
to the mobilization of civil society and the creation of the first civil society orga-
nizations in the realm of the CEBs (P9, P31). Looking back on their historical
struggles, interviewees proudly say that they were able to establish an active
civil society in Altamira and to enforce many of their claims – for example, the
creation of a local office of the Federal Public Ministry (P19).

Early on, the civil society organizations emerging in and around the city
of Altamira forged ties among each other and combined their forces in a region-
al movement (P55). Originally named Movement for Survival on the Trans-Ama-
zon Highway (Movimento para Sobrevivência na Transamazônica, MPST),  this
movement called for public services and development programs claiming that
“the Trans-Amazon Highway cannot wait any longer” (P41). However, the move-
ment was perceived as limited to the interests of the people living in the catch-
ment area of the highway. In order to open up to a larger constituency and ad-
dress the interests of people living in remote rural areas and adjacent municipal-
ities, the movement underwent profound changes throughout the 1990s and
early 2000s that were reflected in name changes (P35, P37) and developed as
follows:

“At that time, we were called the Movement for Survival on the Trans-A-
mazon Highway [...]. Then in the 1990s until 2000 we were called MDTX,
Movement for the Development at the Trans-Amazon Highway and Xin-
gu, and now, more recently – these names still involve a lot of fantasy –
we  adopted  this  matter  of  the  Live,  Produce,  Preserve  Foundation.75

Hence, we experienced different times: the period of survival, the period
in which we began to propose and establish development initiatives, and
now the current period in which we are consolidating most of these de-
velopment initiatives and building a new scenario for the future through
the plans that we call medium- and long-term plans.” (P41)

Thus, unlike other municipalities in the region, Altamira generated a vivid civil
society that was already well organized when plans about the exploitation of the
hydroelectric potential of the Xingu River became public in the 1980s (P21, P31).

“So, when Belo Monte emerged, this big undertaking, not only this region
but the Amazon as a whole started to raise a number of questions: Why a

75 Throughout this study, I refer to the Live, Produce, Preserve Foundation (Fundação Viver Pro-
duzir e Preservar, FVPP) as the Foundation.
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project like this at the Xingu River? Why a project like this in the Amazon
basin if we have so many resources here, natural resources, which could
well be exploited in a sustainable fashion, and that might yield a higher
income both for the families that live here and for the development of
the state, of the country? Then, throughout the '80s, '90s they criticized
and continued their questioning. Only that from the 2000s the proposal
for the construction of the plant started to take on contour.” (P39)

The intense struggle over hydropower plants at the Xingu River that has occu-
pied Altamira's  civil  society since the late 1980s strained the movement and
eventually  caused  the  separation  of  the  MDTX into  the  Xingu  Forever  Alive
Movement (MXVPS, which I refer to as Xingu Vivo) and the Live, Produce, Pre-
serve Foundation (FVPP, which I refer to as the Foundation). Figure 2 illustrates
the development of the social movement organizations from the 1980s until the
end of the investigation period (June 2012).

Figure 2: Development of principle SMOs in Altamira
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Today, Xingu Vivo and the Foundation both claim to oppose the Belo Monte
Dam despite their substantial differences in strategy and the tense relationships
between some of their members. The strategic differences, which are illustrated
in Figure 2 and will be discussed in detail in Section 5.3, resulted in the fragmen-
tation of the social movement against Belo Monte and the emergence of two
factions. The first faction consists of Xingu Vivo and its partner organizations; its
objective is the prevention of the Belo Monte Dam (Plan A). These organizations
refuse any negotiation with the authorities and enterprises involved in the Belo
Monte project, claiming that it would constitute a compliance with the project.
Due to their focus on the protest against the Belo Monte Dam, I refer to these
organizations as the protest SMOs. The second faction is formed by the Founda-
tion and its partner organizations. These SMOs negotiate with the Norte Energia
consortium, the local authorities, and the federal government about mitigation
measures, compensation schemes, and development projects to counteract the
negative consequences of the project (Plan B).76 I refer to this faction of the so-
cial movement as the monitoring SMOs, because these organizations focus on
monitoring the events and negotiating the conditions of Belo Monte with the
government and Norte Energia. However, both factions have historic ties with
the Federal Public Ministry in Belém, which provides support in juridical ques-
tions and files lawsuits against government agencies, the Belo Monte Construc-
tion Consortium, and Norte Energia in the case of misdemeanor. Both factions
have their respective support networks and cooperate with various national and
international nongovernmental organizations. The Prelature of Xingu is the prin-
cipal supporter of Xingu Vivo. While its members do not refuse dialog with other
actors (P31), they emphasize that the strategies of Xingu Vivo and the Founda-
tion are mutually exclusive; thus legitimating an exclusive cooperation with Xin-
gu Vivo (P43).

Figure 3 illustrates the differences between the two factions in the social
movement against Belo Monte; it lists the organizations of each faction as well
as their purpose and activities. The organizations' general perception of the con-
tentious issue –  that  is,  (1)  the characteristics  and general  meaning of  Belo
Monte, (2) its regional context, (3) its consequences, and (4) the controversial
implementation procedure – is largely congruent. Therefore, the description of
the diagnostic frame in Section 5.3 does not differentiate between the two fac-
tions of the movement.

76 Plan A of the protest SMOs and Plan B of the monitoring SMOs are discussed in detail in Sec-
tion 5.3.
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Protest SMOs Monitoring SMOs

Organizations • Xingu Forever Alive Move-
ment

• Metropolitan Committee 
Xingu Forever Alive

• Catholic Church, incl. church 
organizations in Belém, and 
the Prelature of Xingu in
Altamira

• Live, Produce, Preserve
Foundation

• Movement of Dam Affected
People

• Socio-Environmental Insti-
tute

Purpose • Stop Belo Monte (Plan A) • Mitigate the consequences 
of Belo Monte (Plan B)

Activities • Legal action
• Protest letters, street protest

(marches, sit-ins), talks and
presentations, etc.

• Celebrity diplomacy77 and
international support

• Information and support for
affected citizens

• Monitoring of the fulfillment
of the conditions stipulated 
in the preliminary license

• Participation in the steering
committees of various devel-
opment projects

• Information and support for
affected citizens

Self-
perception

What do protest SMOs think 
of themselves?
• We are the real (one inter-

viewee said, the “serious”) 
movement because we re-
main true to our principles.

What do monitoring SMOs 
think of themselves?
• We are the responsible orga-

nizations because we admit 
the reality of Belo Monte 
and adapt our strategy.

• We are still fighting for the 
shared aim: the improve-
ment of living conditions 
along the Trans-Amazon 
Highway and the Xingu. 

77 The term was introduced by Andrew F. Cooper in his book of the same title (Cooper 2008).
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Protest SMOs Monitoring SMOs

Ascription What do other actors think of 
protest SMOs?
• Opinions are divided.
• Some actors say that the 

protest is legitimate and 
helpful.

• Other actors say that the 
protest SMOs are acting
irresponsibly as they are not 
preparing the population for
what is coming.

What do other actors think of 
the monitoring SMOs?
• The monitoring SMOs have

betrayed the movement.
• Their members are merely 

interested in personal bene-
fits.

• They are not fighting for the 
shared aim anymore: stop-
ping Belo Monte.

Figure 3: Overview of protest SMOs and monitoring SMOs

The disagreement between the SMOs refers primarily to (1) the current status
of Belo Monte,78 (2) the social movement's role and influence in the conflict,
and (3) the advantages and disadvantages of the mitigation measures. The con-
troversies in the collective action frame resulted in the development of different
strategies, tactics, attitudes, and forms of conduct vis-à-vis third parties. Accord-
ingly, the self-perception and ascription of the two factions in the social move-
ment differ. While the protest SMOs believe that they are the real movement
against Belo Monte, the monitoring SMOs claim to be the more responsible ac-
tors in civil society. Both factions are skeptical of the mindset and behavior of
the respective other. Nonetheless, all actors appreciate the shared history of so-
cial struggles. Moreover, the long-term solutions to the regional challenges that
the  protest  SMOs  and  monitoring  SMOs  offer  in  their  respective  prognostic
frames are very similar. Therefore, I conclude that the protest SMOs and the
monitoring SMOs should be seen as two factions within one movement, rather
than two separate movements.79 Nonetheless, questions arise as to what the
separation of the MDTX into two factions means for Altamira's civil society in
general, and for the collective action against Belo Monte in particular.

The following sections introduce the parties involved in the Belo Monte
conflict and describe their respective positions on the issue.

78 Throughout the analysis, current refers to the time of the data collection (May to June 2012).
79 The argument is elaborated in Chapter 6.
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5.1.2 Xingu Forever Alive Movement

Since its official inception in 2008, the Xingu Forever Alive Movement has be-
come the most  prominent  and internationally  visible  actor  in  the  relentless
struggle against the construction of the Belo Monte Dam. The SMO was found-
ed in the course of the Second Encounter of the Peoples of the Xingu (Segundo
Encontro dos Povos do Xingu),  taking place in Altamira on 20 May 2008. Its
name goes back to the outcry of an indigenous leader at a meeting that took
place in 2007 at Betânia, the educational center of the Prelature of Xingu: Nós
queremos o nosso Xingu vivo para sempre! – We want our Xingu forever alive!
(P13; also see P9). However, the creation of the SMO does by no means consti-
tute the beginning of the collective action against the Belo Monte Dam. Much to
the contrary, the social movement was able to stage the event Xingu +23 in or-
der to celebrate 23 years of resistance in June 2012.80

According to its website, the Xingu Vivo Movement “is a collective of so-
cial and environmental organizations and movements in the region of Altamira
and in the areas of influence of the Belo Monte project in Pará that have histori-
cally opposed its installation at the Xingu River” (MXVPS n.d., author’s transla-
tion). Interestingly, interviewees refer to the Xingu Vivo at times as a movement
or campaign and at other times as an organization or entity (P9, P16), which
draws attention to the indiscriminate use of the terms.

From an analytical point of view, Xingu Vivo should be considered a social
movement organization, as it identifies its goals with a set of opinions and be-
lieves, and attempts to implement the goals of the movement through collective
action. Moreover, Xingu Vivo fulfills the general characteristics of an organiza-
tion in that its members follow a certain code of conduct, divide tasks, and work
towards a common goal. In particular, the organization has office space in Al-
tamira, permanent – yet unpaid – staff, a coordinator who represents the Xingu
Vivo externally, and a liaison office in São Paulo (P13). The organization is head-
ed by Antônia Melo, who has been an active and recognized member of Altami-
ra's civil society for the past 30 years. However, local activists often refer to Xin -
gu Vivo as a network, because it provides structures and resources for the inter-
action  of  organizations,  groups,  and  individuals  (P9,  P29,  P51).  This
denomination contributes to the perception of  Xingu Vivo as a proper social
movement. The linguistic inaccuracy shows that the conceptualization of social
movements as networks contributes substantially to the analysis of the collec-

80 The name alludes to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, also known
as Rio+20, that took place simultaneously in Rio de Janeiro from 13 to 22 June 2012.
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tive action against Belo Monte. Not only the social movement but also the social
movement organizations are perceived as networks that enable interactions be-
tween a plurality of individuals, groups, and organizations (cf. Chapter 2).

Many activists claim that the creation of Xingu Vivo as a distinct entity ini-
tiated profound changes in the collective action against Belo Monte in terms of
its organization, cooperation between SMOs, and external visibility:

“And today, the Xingu Forever Alive Movement, even though it is coordi-
nated by Antônia Melo, today it has a much greater visibility as a total
movement, as a whole. So it left the focus of Antônia Melo and became a
specific movement of the struggle; because when they talked about the
struggle against Belo Monte, the people used to associate it only with
Antônia Melo. Today this is no different, but now there is also a move-
ment that accounts for this struggle, that also represents many entities –
several other entities – in this struggle [...] So, these were separate strug-
gles. Common but isolated. And the Xingu Forever Alive Movement came
to make this a common and joint fight […] So that is- the big change in
this struggle is that.” (P19)

By creating a forum for interpersonal and interorganizational exchange and co-
operation,  Xingu Vivo contributed to the unification of hitherto unconnected
struggles against hydropower projects at the Xingu River (P9, P19, P21) and fa-
cilitated the involvement of a variety of organizations and individuals (P9, P21,
P27). It was created at a decisive point in time, at a “moment of all or nothing”,
for the purpose of reviving the collective action and creating a new spirit among
activists (P31). Due to its openness and low hierarchies, the social movement
against Belo Monte allows for the participation of entire organizations and of in -
dividuals. Local activists emphasize that organizations working in distinct the-
matic areas use the forum provided by Xingu Vivo to identify common interests
and objectives and to coordinate their activities (P21). From their point of view,
the specific structure of Xingu Vivo enables the cooperation of the most diverse
organizations ranging from workers' unions, political parties, student organiza-
tions, international NGOs, church organizations and laity groups, to the indige-
nous movement, and other social movements like the movement of vegetari-
ans, and the punk movement (P1, P3, P19, P31, P51, P53, P55).

While Xingu Vivo is  the most  prominent actor in  the collective action
against Belo Monte, local activists disagree about its size and actual influence.
Interviewees in Belém perceive the Xingu Vivo Movement in Altamira as a large
and influential entity, connected to an extensive and complex network of local
organizations  (P51,  P55).  However,  some movement  participants  in  Altamira
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take a modest position and acknowledge that the organization struggles to mo-
bilize the masses. They describe Xingu Vivo as an elite organization that – even
though its members are intelligent, competent, strong, aligned, and ready for
the struggle – remains small in numbers (P47).

5.1.3 Metropolitan Committee Xingu Forever Alive

In 2009, the Metropolitan Committee Xingu Forever Alive (Comitê Metropoli-
tano Xingu Vivo Para Sempre, henceforth: Metropolitan Committee) was creat-
ed in the state capital of Belém as a representative of the Xingu Vivo Movement.
Its purpose is to strengthen the movement in Altamira and to revive the struggle
against Belo Monte by facilitating its cooperation and interaction with partner
organizations in the state capital (P3, P21). The committee focuses on improving
the visibility of the conflict and involving the population of Belém in the collec-
tive action (P3). This is done by means of seminars, debates, street activities,
and legal action in cooperation with the Federal Public Ministry (P3). Like Xingu
Vivo in Altamira, the Metropolitan Committee in Belém brings together a vast
array of civil society organizations, such as the women's movement, youth orga-
nizations, unions, and nongovernmental organizations (P1, P3). It  is therefore
perceived as a network; however, from an analytical point of view the Metropol-
itan Committee is a social movement organization that identifies with the objec-
tives  of  the  larger  movement.  According  to  interviewees,  the  organization's
greatest success is the creation of a public space where people with completely
different ideologies – who even confront each other outside the committee –
can meet and coexist (P3). This space is open to organizations and individuals
alike, and it allows them to accept responsibility in the collective action, to ad-
vance their opinions, and exhibit leadership (P3).

“We always say that the task of the committee is first of all to enable the
meeting of the largest possible number of organizations; make sure that
they have a forum, a place,  a time for the various organizations that
have a critical view, that do not accept the construction of Belo Monte, to
meet, to dialogue based on their diverse and different views, and to de-
fine common paths and common alliance.” (P21)

Today, both Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Committee are important points of
reference for organizations and individuals in the collective action against Belo
Monte (P19, P25, P37).
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5.1.4 Live, Produce, Preserve Foundation

The Live, Produce, Preserve Foundation is the second organization (besides Xin-
gu Vivo) that emerged from the Movement for the Development of the Trans-A-
mazon Highway and the Xingu. Despite the change of name, many locals still re-
fer to the Foundation by its old name, and its members confirm that the Live,
Produce,  Preserve  Foundation  is  primarily  the  legal  entity  representing  the
MDTX (P35).81 According to its website, the Foundation brings together 113 or-
ganizations that are based in the municipalities along the Trans-Amazon High-
way and the Xingu River.  It  comprises the farmers'  movement,  the women's
movement, associations, unions, cooperatives, and student organizations (P9,
P13). The common goal of these organizations is to promote the development
of the region by demanding public policies in the areas of youth and education,
technical assistance, agriculture and forest economy, and fishery (FVPP 2008). In
contrast to Xingu Vivo, the Foundation does not only cooperate with nonstate
actors but also with state actors in order to achieve these goals. Accordingly, the
Foundation considers the structural changes that the MPST/MDTX underwent
throughout the 1990s, and which eventually led to the separation of the organi-
zation, a significant shift in strategy from a “movement of claims and denuncia-
tions” towards a “movement of transformation and development” (MMA 2006:
6).

Regarding the Belo Monte conflict, interviewees from the ranks of the
monitoring SMOs acknowledge the increased interest of the federal government
in the region; yet, they caution that this interest and presence have to result in
tangible actions (P41). Interviewees claim that civil society should be granted
ownership of the process, in order to benefit from the development of the Belo
Monte Dam and to enjoy a minimum of continuity after its zenith (P41). In line
with this argument, the Foundation and its member organizations work towards
ensuring that the region does not only carry the burden but can also reap the
fruits of the hydropower project. Several interviewees characterize the Founda-
tion as a strong actor (P13) that engages in a struggle for the rights of the local
population (P37), the fulfillment of the conditions set forth in the preliminary li -
cense, and the implementation of public policies (P41). To that effect, the Foun-
dation  participates  in  the  steering  committees  of  the  various  development

81 When interviewees speak of “the movement in Altamira”, they may be referring to different
groups, depending on the time period they speak about. When speaking of the time before
2008 (founding of Xingu Vivo as a separate entity) interviewees are likely to be referring to the
MDTX. When talking about the recent activism, context is usually required in order to deter-
mine which faction of the movement they are referring to.
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projects, claiming that its presence demonstrates the enduring mobilization of
civil society in Altamira (P41).

“And we are well respected within these spaces. There are natural weak-
nesses, of course, because we neither- We are not a mega-structure, but
with our criticism, with our suggestions, with the accumulated 20 years
of experience that we have in the region, we are trying to examine the
things and to criticize in due time, to denounce in due time, to make
claims.” (P41)

The monitoring SMOs anticipate that the various development projects and mit-
igation measures will  reduce the negative impacts of the Belo Monte project
and offer development perspectives for the region. They seek to contribute to
the proper implementation of the development projects in the region by offer-
ing their expertise and experience (P41). Their main concern is to ensure that
the strategic planning of the federal government reaches the local level and ef-
fects positive changes for the population (P39).

“The government thinks globally,  it  thinks  nationally,  and we, in  turn,
think  of  our  dynamic  here,  of  how  to  ensure  that  the  processes  of
development do not pass over the heads of society.” (P41)

Interviewees report that the monitoring of the current developments is difficult
because civil society organizations are excluded from the negotiations between
Norte Energia and the municipal administration (P35).

Summing up, the Live, Produce, Preserve Foundation and the Xingu For-
ever Alive Movement share a number of characteristics:

1. Xingu Vivo and the Foundation both emerged from the Movement for
the Development of the Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu. There-
fore, they share a history of common struggles and successes.

2. Both organizations bring together a large number of organizations and
provide structures and resources for their interaction. Therefore, Xingu
Vivo and the Foundation are both perceived as networks.

3. Both organizations perceive of themselves as movements, while in effect
they are social movement organizations that identify with a specific set
of opinions and believes, and organize collective activities in an attempt
to implement the common goals of the social movement.

In the course of fighting Belo Monte, the organizations have arrived at distinct
interpretations of the conflict and have elaborated different strategies and tac-
tics for confronting it.  This study shows that collective identities and collective
action frames are central for understanding the dynamics that led to the frag-
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mentation of the social movement. While the identities of local  activists and
large parts of  the collective action frames of both SMOs are very similar, dis-
agreement on a limited number of issues eventually separated the members of
the MDTX. The process of fragmentation – that is, the changes in people's mind-
sets, and the movement dynamics it effected – form a central part of the analy-
sis. They contribute to our general understanding of movements dynamics and
provide an insight into recent developments in Brazil's civil society.

5.1.5 The Catholic Church as a Political Actor

The Prelature of Xingu was founded in 1934 and has since been administered by
the Missionaries of the Precious Blood. The congregation has contributed sub-
stantially  to  the  social  and  economic  development  of  Altamira  and the sur-
rounding area – an achievement that is also acknowledged by the local popula-
tion. The Prelature of Xingu belongs to the Ecclesiastical Province of Belém and
maintains close ties to various church organizations in Belém and in other mu-
nicipalities. These include the Pastoral Land Commission and the Caritas, among
others. Besides the bishop's see, several organizations affiliated with the Nation-
al Conference of Brazilian Bishops have offices in Altamira, among them the Pas-
toral Land Commission and the Justice and Peace Commission.

Erwin Kräutler, Bishop of Xingu from 1981 till 2015, is an active and ac-
cessible member of Altamira's society and an outspoken opponent of the Belo
Monte project. President of the Indigenous Missionary Council (Conselho Indi-
genista Missionário, CIMI) from 1983 till  1991 and again from 2006 till  2015,
Kräutler is dedicated to the defense of indigenous rights and the protection of
the natural environment. Throughout the 1980s he was particularly active in the
struggle for human and civil rights and the establishment of indigenous rights in
the Brazilian Constitution of 1988 – despite repression, death threats, and a pre-
sumed attempt on his life.82 In 2010 he received the Right Livelihood Award for
his enduring commitment  (Prelazia do Xingu 2010).  However, the involvement
of the Catholic Church in social struggles in Altamira is by no means limited to
the personal interest and dedication of its former bishop. Indeed, the National
Conference  of  Brazilian  Bishops  (Conferência  Nacional  dos  Bispos  do  Brasil,
CNBB),  several  church  organizations,  and  “important  parts  of  the  Catholic

82 On 16 October 1987, Kräutler was involved in an alleged car accident that left him severely
wounded and killed his colleague Padre Salvatore Deiana. The circumstances of the accident
have never been clarified, and Kräutler himself has repeatedly indicated that he considers the
accident an attempt on his life (Kräutler 2011: 172–173).
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Church” (P21) in the region have taken a stance against Belo Monte (P16, P51,
P53). Moreover, a number of clerics participate in the social movement and in
other acts of collective action (P13, P16, P47). The involvement of the Catholic
Church in social and political struggles in Altamira is based on a particular self-
conception that one interviewee describes as follows:

“First you have to understand what the church is. The church is not an
entity that is outside the world. Sometimes people speak about the reli-
gious dimension as if  it  was something separate,  completely separate
from the world, from the men and the women. The same people who
participate in the procession today, who are in the church, tomorrow will
be challenged by this kind of thing. So the church has to speak up. The
church has an obligation; even based on the very gospel 'I came that they
may have life, and have it abundantly.' So we cannot separate things.”
(P43)

While  this  statement  confirms  that  clerics  in  Altamira  consider  the  Catholic
Church as a political actor, it also raises questions as to the relationship between
the Church and the authorities. The self-perception of the Catholic Church as a
political actor is based on Liberation Theology, a movement within the Catholic
Church that emerged in Latin America in the 1950s and 1960s as a reaction to
unjust political, social, and economic conditions, which drove many people into
poverty. Taking the perspective of the poor, many clerics and lay religious work-
ers called for the state to assume responsibility for its citizens, especially in poor
rural areas of the country  (Hoffman French 2006: 1–2). In Altamira, Liberation
Theology had a significant influence on the development of an active civil soci-
ety,  which  became  a  precondition  for  the  mobilization  against  hydropower
projects at  the Xingu River in the late 1980s. According to interviewees, the
Christian Base Communities, which sought to put the theology into practice, en-
couraged locals to assess their living conditions, to learn about their rights, and
to make demands on the government (P9, P13, P35, P49). Several local activists
state that they were mobilized into civil society through the CEBs, before they
started to found particular interest groups and movements (P9, P35, P49). This
interference from the Catholic Church was anathema to the Military Regime,
which sought to control the clergy and the message they conveyed to the peo-
ple (P13). The repression and abuse of power by the Military Regime led to a
particular relationship between the authorities, the Church, and the population,
which interviewees describe as follows:

“Since that time the people learned to shut up and accept, because it was
the mayor who spoke. For them the words of a mayor are much stronger
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than the words of the Bible. For them- They cannot disobey, because it
was the authority who spoke. So, a policy that is several centuries old and
that has failed to change until today. The blind obedience to a political or
economic authority, because the merchant also has a lot- is very respect-
ed. And, if a priest was to say something, they will still say the following:
'He should talk about the Bible, but not about these things'.” (P13; also
see P27)

Interviewees from the ranks of the clergy in Altamira and Belém believe that the
Church – and not only the Catholic Church (P16)83 – has the obligation to consid-
er the economic, social, political, and personal aspects of people's lives (P13)
and support them in making claims on the authorities (P16). The clerics' com-
mitment is generally based on the belief that convents should not be shut off
from the world, that clergy should have an interest in people's lives (P13), and
that “it is not sufficient to go on mission” (P49). As a result of its steadfastness
and frankness vis-à-vis the authorities, and its trustworthiness among the peo-
ple, the Prelature of Xingu is considered a predominant actor in the struggle
against Belo Monte (P16, P35, P53):

“Among these actors, the one that was able to give the most legitimacy
to the action may have been the Church, represented by its Bishop of Al-
tamira, Dom Erwin. [...] Because over the years, the Church has been able
to build a form of legitimacy in the region. It  talks like someone from
within the region,  someone who knows the community, someone who
has lived with indigenous people, someone who experiences the region.
So this has given the church a legitimacy of discourse.” (P53)

It should be noted that the Catholic Church – despite its complex hierarchical or-
ganization – cannot be considered a single entity, and the above mindset is not
shared by all clerics in Altamira and Belém (P31). However, as the latter do not
undermine the collective action against Belo Monte, this study focuses on those
clerics that participate in the social movement against Belo Monte. Their moti-
vation is often based on believes and attitudes that also influenced their choice
of profession (cf. Section 5.2).

83 In contrast to this interviewee, some activists believe that most other churches have with-
drawn from the struggle (P31, P47). However, a discussion of the relationship between the
churches is beyond the scope of this study.
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5.1.6 Other Social Movement Organizations in Altamira

The Socio-Environmental Institute (Instituto Socioambiental, ISA) is a civil soci-
ety organization founded in 1994 with the objective of “propos[ing] solutions to
socio-environmental questions with a focus on the defense of social, collective,
and diffuse goods and rights in the realm of the environment, the cultural her-
itage, human rights,  and the rights of the peoples”  (Instituto Socioambiental
2014a, author’s translation). It emerged from the Ecumenical Center of Docu-
mentation and Information (Centro Ecumênico de Documentação e Informação,
CEDI) and the Nucleus of Indigenous Rights (Núcleo de Direitos Indígenas, NDI),
which where among the principle organizations concerned with indigenous is-
sues in the 1970s (Instituto Socioambiental n.d.b). Today, ISA has offices in São
Paulo, Brasília, and several cities in Amazonia, including an  office in Altamira.
The organization follows five lines of actions, each of which includes a number
of projects (Instituto Socioambiental 2014a). The Belo Monte Dam is an issue in
the realm of  ISA's Xingu Program, which seeks  to contribute to the regional
planning in the Xingu River basin by offering expertise on socio-environmental
questions and promoting intersectoral dialog. In doing so, the program aims to
preserve the natural environment and the living conditions of indigenous and
riverine communities through a variety of projects that support family agricul-
ture (Instituto Socioambiental 2014b). Local activists explain that the history of
ISA in Altamira is closely linked to the collective action against Belo Monte. In
the late 1980s various people, who later became members of the local division
of ISA, came to the region for the purpose of organizing the First Encounter of
the Indigenous Nations of the Xingu (Primeiro Encontro das Nações Indígenas
do Xingu) taking place in Altamira from 20 till 25 February 1989. These people
shaped and were themselves shaped by the struggle against the Belo Monte
Dam and the incremental development of an active civil society (P37). Local ac-
tivists describe the mission of ISA as 

“a struggle for having different cultures, different peoples, different ways
of seeing the world, forms of technologies, ways of dealing with health,
with money, and relationships, and so on.” (P37)

This appreciation of diversity is shared by many activists in Altamira and Belém.
Based on its longtime involvement in the struggle against Belo Monte, ISA has
been able to establish itself as an important regional actor.

A rather recent actor in Altamira is the Movement of Dam Affected Peo-
ple (MAB), which established a local division in 2009 in order to support affect-
ed people in claiming their rights related to the construction of the Belo Monte
Dam (P23). MAB was founded in 1991 based on grassroots activism that had
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emerged since the 1970s in reaction to infringements of individual  and land
rights in the course of dam projects in several places throughout Brazil. The or-
ganization focuses on promoting the interests of landowners, leaseholders, rural
landless workers,  and other people that are directly or indirectly affected by
dam projects. However, MAB also fights for the conservation of nature and the
creation and implementation of a just, participatory, and democratic energy pol-
icy in Brazil that considers the needs and wants of the affected people and guar-
antees their involvement in dam projects (MAB 2011a). Its strategy is based on
bringing together the affected people (“join the oppressed”), explaining the is-
sues (“clarify concepts”),  and increasing awareness for their cause (“alert the
people”) (MAB 2011b, author’s translation). MAB's activism in Altamira is based
on the experiences with Tucuruí Dam (P16).84 Interviewees acknowledge that
the organization's  strategy includes radical  activities,  such as the blocking of
roads and the occupation of construction sites (P23). They are proud to report
that MAB has been able to mobilize and empower affected families in similar
struggles throughout the country with a view to achieving their resettlement
and the provision of basic services (P23). Yet, with respect to the Belo Monte
conflict, local activists seek to dampen high expectations, claiming that MAB is
only starting to grow in the region, and its growth and influence will depend on
its ability to organize the population (P49). In contrast to some activists' positive
perception of  MAB,  some interviewees show skepticism about  the organiza-
tion's involvement in the Belo Monte conflict. From the critics' point of view,
MAB has ceased to be a protest SMO because “with the passing of time and the
advancement of the construction, MAB adopted the focus of action that it has
today” (P19) – that is, a focus on the mitigation of negative effects, rather than
the prevention of hydropower plants. Critics claim that this strategy constitutes
an implicit  acceptance of  the construction of  large dams (P19),  thus placing
MAB outside the protest SMOs.

Summing up, members of the protest SMOs have become increasingly
skeptical  of  ISA  and  MAB's  activities;  and  their  relations  have  deteriorated
despite the latter organizations' struggle for the local population's rights. As the
protest SMOs focus on the prevention of hydropower plants, they consider ISA
and  MAB's  focus  on  mitigation  and  compensation  a  tacit  consent  to  the
construction of large dams. From their point of view, the strategy of ISA and
MAB does not reflect their interests.

84 Tucuruí Dam is a hydropower plant at the Tocatins River, and it is located about 300 kilometers
east of the Belo Monte Dam. Tucuruí started operating in 1984  (International Rivers et al.
n.d.).
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“[ISA] has a line of action of monitoring the conditions, and this is not our
role – to be negotiating,  mitigating. So, for us,  we do not  have these
interests.  They  entered  the  struggle  of  the  movement  at  the  very
beginning  with  the  Xingu Vivo Movement,  as  a  struggle  against  that
undertaking;  and  today  they  are  entities  in  which  we  do  no  longer
perceive that fight, that focus, that the Xingu Vivo Movement has.” (P19)

The activists' understanding of the Belo Monte project and their perception of
the attitudes and behavior of the various actors play a central role in the devel -
opment of movement dynamics, as I will argue in Section 5.4.

5.1.7 State and Business Actors

The state actors involved in the Belo Monte project are the federal government,
the government of the state of Pará, the administrations of the affected munici-
palities, and a number of state agencies. In general, the relationship between
the local population and the authorities on various levels is strained. Intervie-
wees report that ever since the colonization of Amazonia by the Portuguese –
and especially during the time of the military dictatorship – politics have been
characterized by authoritarianism and civil obedience (P13, P47). On the other
hand, the various administrations of the federal government have shown little
interest in the region – except for the economic exploitation of its natural re-
sources  and  questions  of  national  security  and  integrity  (P35).  Interviewees
lament that the social policies have always been insufficient, and suspect that
the  situation  of  the  poor  will  deteriorate  with  the construction  of  the  Belo
Monte Dam (P13, P27).

The population's opinion of the authorities has further deteriorated since
the authorization of the Belo Monte project. Local activists are particularly dis-
appointed with their local administration and denounce its mismanagement and
irresponsibility. From their point of view, the municipality should defend the in-
terests of the local population and even argue against the federal government, if
necessary, in order to assure that local demands are met (P31). Instead, the lo-
cal administration of Altamira is criticized for having handed over the city and its
administration to the Norte Energia consortium (P19).

“The administration is acting with great irresponsibility, a poor admin-
istration, which does not know what its role is. It got carried away by the
propaganda  of  Norte  Energia,  of  the  federal  government;  so,  it  is
handing over all these responsibilities to Norte Energia, it stops doing all
its administrative responsibilities, its attendance to the population, and
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the public policies. There is no responsible planning of the occurences, of
the public policies, including the management of the municipal resources
that are allocated to the city to meet our demand.” (P9)

Interviewees denounce that the municipality stopped fulfilling its role and or-
dered Norte Energia to provide public goods and services – whose supply is
commonly in the responsibility of the government – as part of the conditions of
the preliminary license (P9, P19). However, Norte Energia has been failing to
comply with the requirements  and has frustrated the expectations of the au-
thorities and population in Altamira (cf. Section 5.3). As a consequence, the mu-
nicipality has initiated legal action against Norte Energia (P19), and has sought
alliance with the social movement (P31). Local activists believe that the federal
and state governments have entered into a “promiscuous relationship, and this
word is to say, a gamble of interests” (P35) with the Norte Energia consortium.
Roles and responsibilities have been confused to the point where the popula-
tion is no more able to tell whether it is the municipality, the state government,
the federal government, or even the Norte Energia consortium that is responsi-
ble of public policies in the areas of, for example, health and education (P35). In-
terviewees denounce the transfer of government responsibilities to a private
enterprise as an irresponsible act to the detriment of society and particularly of
indigenous peoples.

“So, it is Eletronorte, which is an enterprise specialized in building dams,
that is assuming, in practice, the indigenous policy of the state. This has
very strong social consequences that may result in the weakening and
even loss of the culture of these people, who are- often they are already
quite  fragile,  because  these  peoples  have  been  suffering  substantial
pressure for quite a long time already. So, you have a lot of pressure and
lack of policies; this results in cultural loss, and this gains momentum in a
frightening way, because they [Norte Energia, I.P.] are allocating things
to the indigneous in an arbitrary way.” (P37)

Local  activists  allege  that  the  government  has  never  been  dedicated  to  the
indigenous cause (P19, P29) and that Belo Monte is a systematic attempt to
destroy  the  native  ethnic  cultures  (P43).  From  their  point  of  view,  the
authorities have always neglected the indigenous and abandoned them to their
fate (P43). Interviewees critizice that the political representation of the native
ethnic groups in Brazil is insufficient, as there are no secretariat for indigenous
issues  at  the  state  level  and  no  representatives  of  indigenous  origin  in  the
Senate and the Chamber of Deputies (P29).
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Moreover, local activists denounce the status and performance of gov-
ernment agencies involved in the authorization and implementation of the Belo
Monte  project.  FUNAI, whose  task  is  to  ensure  the  rights  of  native  ethnic
groups, is considered a “deteriorated institution” that has tolerated the approval
of  the  Belo  Monte  project  and  the  bribery  of  the  communities  instead  of
defending the rights  and interests  of  the native  population (P29,  P35).  As  a
consequence,  indigenous communities  have lost  their  trust  in  the institution
and question its purpose and effectiveness in general (P29).

“FUNAI has a very complicated, very delicate role because FUNAI is the
government and the government wants Belo Monte, and the government
claims that Belo Monte is an example, and it has to sustain this discourse
that Belo Monte is an example.” (P37)

In a similar vein, interviewees denounce the role of  IBAMA in the Belo Monte
conflict. They criticize the agency's double moral standard because, on the one
hand, it penalizes the local population for illegal logging and fishing during the
period of the fishing closure; on the other hand, it authorizes the construction
of the Belo Monte Dam, which will cause significant damage of the flora and
fauna (P13, P23, P31).  Local activists believe that IBAMA and FUNAI – despite
their  legal  status  as  autonomous  public  entities  –  are  not  sufficiently
independent from the federal government to effectively represent the interests
of the population in the face of a project like Belo Monte (P37). They claim that
the  domestic  construction  industry,  which  contributes  substantially  to  the
financing of political campaigns, is influencing the government to exert pressure
on the agencies involved in the licensing of the project (P31).

5.1.8 Opinion and Mobilization of the Local Population

The opinion of the local population about the Belo Monte conflict constitutes an
important context condition for the social movement. It shows whether the col-
lective action frame resonates with the believes of the people and influences
their evaluation of and reaction to the collective action. According to local ac-
tivists, people react to the project and the associated social struggle in different
ways. 

“Some accept this as something – in quotations marks – 'natural'. Others,
like me, believe that this is not natural, […] that this is not how it should
and how it could be.” (P21)

Traditional peoples evaluate the Belo Monte project against the background of
their respective  understanding of the world, their living conditions, shortages,
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and  difficulties, and either choose to accept the project and its impacts or to
react upon it (P21). Interviewees claim that many of the affected people in the
rural areas accept Belo Monte because they lack the political power to oppose
the project (P47). They know from experience that they have little influence on
the  development  cycles  that  pass  the  region.85 The  exposure  to  foreign
domination  and  authoritarian  rule  coupled  with  the  experience  of
powerlessness in political decisions-making have created a fatalistic mindset in
many  people,  who  now  seek  to  silently  endure  what  they  perceive  as  yet
another development cycle (P25, P47).

The urban population of Altamira was initially divided into two groups:
the first group supported the project in anticipation of economic progress, while
the other group remained inactive and waited for the government to fulfill its
promises (P43). Businesspeople were particularly interested in Belo Monte as
they  expected  the  project  to  create  economic  progress  and  additional
opportunities for their businesses. Yet, these expectations did not materialize,
and storeowners suffer from higher rents instead of increasing their sales (P55).
Likewise, the population's approval for the Belo Monte project dropped when it
became clear that the city as a whole would not be “overflowed by money” and
that Norte Energia is neglecting the conditions of the preliminary license (P43).

While  the  local  population's  opinion  about  the  Belo  Monte  project
changed over time, their mobilization has remained difficult. Local activists ad-
mit that they have not been able so far to mobilize “the public power, the power
of the street” (P3; also see P47). Their reports of failed attempts at mobilizing
the masses indicate that mobilization is hampered by a number of factors, some
of which are specific of the region. I propose that these factors can be classified
into the following categories:

1. a lack of information and/or a lack of understanding of the issue (P25,
P51),

2. the education of the population towards obeying the authorities (P13,
P27),

3. feelings of powerlessness and self-identification as the weakest player in
the conflict (P25, P47),

4. economic dependence and vulnerability to the consequences of collec-
tive action (P13, P25, P35), and

5. susceptibility to compensation and bribes (P27, P47).

85 The notion of development cycles in the Amazon is discussed as part of the Belo Monte diag -
nostic frame in Section 5.3.
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Interviewees are clearly disappointed about the population's apathy in the face
of Belo Monte (P29, P35). Yet, they sympathize with the people, claiming that
their reluctance to participate in the collective action and their focus on materi-
al benefits are results of the abandonment and structural deprivation of the re-
gion (P13, P21, P55). One activist explains the dilemma of the population and
the restraints of mobilization as follows:

“I  always  make  a  comparison:  A  poor  family  on  the  riverbank,  in  a
suburb, the father is unemployed, the mother does the laundry for other
families, five children, no means to provide for the necessary, then they
are hit by a disease, they are in despair, et cetera, et cetera; and suddenly
I arrive there and put down one thousand reais. And then I say, 'Look,
there is a car  outside. It is yours. And now you will refuel it in the gas
station  –  I  will  pay.  You will  have to go shopping for  your  daughters
because they are growing and the girls want nice clothes – so, you can go
to that store, and it is being paid. What do you need? The house is in this
and that condition. Do you have a stove- We will buy another stove. And
you do not have a refrigerator. Of course, we will get you a refrigerator. I
will pay for light and energy.' Who? Tell me. Which family will say, 'I am
against it!'?” (P43)

While local activists are sympathetic to the population's needs and wants, they
criticize the authorities' way of dealing with the structural problems of the re-
gion (P13). Beyond that, interviewees report that the mobilization of the public
is hampered by remoteness and lack of personal contact. It is complicated for
SMOs to organize large protest events because of poor infrastructure and high
costs of travel (P55). As a consequence, meetings of the social movement tend
to be small and intermittent. Daily work is facilitated by communication technol-
ogy, which helps activists overcome  the geographical distance at least in part
(P55).

In contrast to the active civil society in Altamira, there is no history of col-
lective action in the neighboring municipality of Vitória do Xingu (P47). The so-
cial movement against Belo Monte has been trying to mobilize the local popula-
tion there – but to no avail (P47). Interviewees claim that the political context of
the municipality – that is,  authoritarian politics and economic dependence –
and the vulnerability of the population hamper the development of an active
civil  society  in  Vitória  do Xingu (P47).  Nonetheless,  a  small  group of  fishers
meets regularly to discuss the implications of the Belo Monte project on their
fishers' colony (P49). This initiative has been able to mobilize the population on
specific occasions but has not succeeded in sustaining a mass movement (P49).
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On the other hand, the municipality of Brasil Novo has an active civil society
that emerged from the CEBs. Like Altamira, Brasil Novo engaged in the struggle
for development when the Trans-Amazon Highway was built in the 1970s (P49).
Nonetheless, there is no significant collective action against Belo Monte in Brasil
Novo. Interviewees explain that the city of Brasil Novo will only be affected indi-
rectly through increased migratory pressure on the region. However, the rural
areas of Brasil Novo will be directly affected by the reservoir of the Belo Monte
Dam (P49). It is reasonable to assume that mobilization in the city of Brazil Novo
is hampered by the difficulty to predict and to communicate the expected social
consequences to the urban population.

5.1.9 Preliminary Conclusion

As the discussion has shown, the Belo Monte project evokes a range of different
expectations, opinions, and reactions. Local activists who had already been ac-
tive in Altamira's civil society for many years were the first to question and op-
pose hydropower projects at the Xingu River, and they remained alert even after
the prevention of the Kararaô Dam. They critically followed the modification of
the project throughout the 1990s, and resumed their fight against the newly
named Belo Monte Dam at an early stage of planning. While local activists were
not convinced of the modification of the hydropower project, the local authori-
ties, business people, and many citizens developed high hopes of progress and
prosperity when the revised plans were made public. Yet, with the advancement
of the project, their expectations were repeatedly frustrated. Activists claim that
today one can hardly find citizens who support Belo Monte – they are either ap-
athetic about the issue or have come to oppose the project (P3). In a similar
vein, local authorities and business people have changed their mind and their
behavior vis-à-vis the developers of the Belo Monte Dam once they realized that
it was not generating the benefits they expected. Nonetheless, the mobilization
of the local population for collective action against Belo Monte remains difficult.
Interviewees attribute this to the geographical context and the colonial and au-
thoritarian heritage of the region. The key actors in the social movement in Al-
tamira today are the Xingu Forever Alive Movement; the Live, Produce, Preserve
Foundation; and the Prelature of Xingu, among smaller organizations affiliated
with  the  aforementioned  entities.  The  key  actor  in  the  social  movement  in
Belém is the Metropolitan Committee Xingu Forever Alive that represents the
Xingu Vivo Movement in the state capital. All of the organizations in Altamira
share a history of common struggles, and the majority of their members were
initially mobilized through the Christian Base Communities. Yet, over time these
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activists developed different opinions about the meaning and consequences of
the Belo Monte project, which eventually led to the fragmentation of the social
movement into two factions.

In order to reconstruct step by step the movement dynamics of the re-
cent past, the following section will analyze the identities of local activists. Col-
lective identity is assumed to play an important role in the persistence of the
collective  action  and  the  maintenance  of  movement  cohesion  in  the  social
movement against the Belo Monte Dam; thus serving as one of the main ex-
planatory factors of the social movement's fragmentation, which is discussed in
Section 5.4.

5.2 Identities of Local Activists

As discussed in Chapter 2, this study differentiates between personal, social, and
collective  identities  by  drawing  on  the  conceptualization  proposed  by  Snow
(2001: 2213). While personal identity is built up of self-designations and self-at-
tributions, social identity is ascribed to a person by others based on primordial
attributes  and/or  social  roles  (Snow 2001:  2212–2213).  Collective  identity  is
conceptualized in this study as an individual attribute based on a social-psycho-
logical perspective of identity (Simon 2011: 40; Stryker 2000: 33–34). Therefore,
the study also takes into account the relationship between personal and collec-
tive identities.

Based on the in-depth analysis of interview data, I propose that the natu-
ral environment constitutes an important reference point of the activists' identi-
ties. By shaping people's characters and motivation to participate in collective
action, and by defining the lifestyles86 and economic activities of social groups,
the natural environment  has a significant impact on the personal, social, and

86 In his analysis of the pedagogical practices of the Brazilian Landless Workers Movement, Ham-
mond questions the applicability of collective identity theory to movements in rural Brazil.
Claiming that “[t]he terminology of collective identity theory reflects its origin in advanced in-
dustrial societies” (Hammond 2014: 379), he cautions against the uncritical use of terms and
concepts.  For  example,  from  his  point  of  view the term  lifestyle  implies  that  people  can
choose between different options – a connotation that does not hold true for poor rural work-
ers in Brazil (Hammond 2014: 379). As outlined in the introduction, this study seeks to critical-
ly  assess  the applicability  of  Western theories  and concepts in non-Western case studies.
Nonetheless, I use the term lifestyle throughout this study when discussing the characteristics
of a person's way of living. It certainly depends on a person's ethnic background, social status,
and other socioeconomic factors, which often are not subject to the person's choice. In this
context, my use of the term is not meant to imply that a person has possibilities and means to
deliberately choose a certain lifestyle.
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collective identities of the local population. In the preparation of this study, I as-
sumed that the social and cultural heterogeneity of the local population was
likely to result in different identities, cultures, interests, knowledge, and behav-
ior, which would hamper collective action against Belo Monte. The data analysis
shows that interviewees do differentiate between social groups, and that these
are also relevant in socio-legal terms. Yet, interviewees de-emphasize the differ-
ences and instead allude to similarities in lifestyle, a common fate, and shared
experiences as a basis for collective action. The concept of an Amazonian Identi-
ty – that is, a collective identity, which I reconstructed from the interview data –
captures the characteristics that from the interviewees' perspective define the
local population and distinguish it from the Brazilian majority population.

In the first part of this section, I discuss the personal identities of local
movement  participants.  I  propose  that  beyond  some  commonly  shared  at-
tributes there are a number of characteristics that further define their personal
identities and allow for a classification of actors into four categories. As female
activists are said to possess some unique characteristics, I dedicate a section to
female activism. In the second part, I present the notion of the peoples of the
Amazon (povos da Amazônia) before I elaborate on the social identities and self-
identifications of fishers, riverine, and indigenous peoples. The third part intro-
duces the Amazonian Identity as a collective identity that is deliberately created
by the local activists to facilitate the identification of the population with the so-
cial movement. The Amazonian Identity serves as an internal factor promoting
cohesion, and will  therefore be discussed in more detail in Section  5.4. After
having discussed the personal, social, and collective identities of local activists, I
analyze the motives behind their  collective action against  Belo Monte,  and I
elaborate on the repercussions of the conflict on local movement participants.
The section closes with a preliminary conclusion that summarizes the study's
findings on the identities of local activists and on the motives behind their par-
ticipation in the social movement against Belo Monte.

All categories of the analysis emanate from the interviewees' perspec-
tives and were elaborated by means of constant comparison and classification
of interview statement.  While focusing on the individual,  the study acknowl-
edges that professional affiliations and the identification with a certain social
group are  important  for  understanding  activists'  participation  in  the  social
movement, given that it “takes place in a wider context” (Klandermans 1997: 9).
By analyzing movement participation on the level of  the individual, the study
seeks to shed light on the relationship between personal, social, and collective
identities and their respective contribution to movement cohesion.
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5.2.1 Personal Identity

One section of the interview guide focused explicitly on the identities of local
activists with the objective of exploring how actors see themselves in relation to
the Belo Monte conflict. In order to induce interviewees to explicate the mo-
tives behind their participation in collective action in general, and in the social
movement against Belo Monte in particular, they were asked, “What are the
personal  motives for your work in these movements and organizations? And
how is your work linked to the protest against Belo Monte?”.

The analysis shows that  activists in Altamira and Belém share a number
of typical characteristics. The most prominent attributes are a great sense of
volunteerism and an extensive dedication to the social struggle. A large number
of activists participate in meetings and activities during their free time, each of
them committing as much time as they can (P3, P13, P21, P25). One interviewee
describes the character of the activists as follows:

“Individually, looking at each and every one, we are people who dedicate
ourselves to this process, because here we do not receive a salary. We
live on a small allowance, and if you follow our work for one week, you
will be- you will ask: 'But these people are half crazy because they do not
stop, they travel-'” (P41)

Activists are said to be unpretentious in that they dedicate themselves to the
cause  instead  of  trying  to  build  their  own  patrimony  (P41,  P43).  Only  few
interviewees, who are employed at organizations that participate in the social
movement against Belo Monte, say that they are allowed to use some of their
working hours and ressources – for example, computers – to support the work
of the social movement (P1). The majority, however, works without a salary or
comparable benefits.

Beyond  volunteerism  and  dedication,  which  are  strong  in  all
interviewees,  there  are  a  number  of  characteristics  that  further  define  the
personal identities of activists.  Most interviewees place their activism against
Belo Monte in a larger context. They describe their personal background and
their mobilization into civil society in general, and they identify the Belo Monte
conflict as one struggle among others. This reasoning is consistent with the per-
ception of Belo Monte as representative of something larger or a symbol of a
certain  kind of  thinking  (cf.  Section  5.3). Based  on interviewees'  statements
about  themselves  and  their  work,  I  have  grouped  them  into  one  of  four
categories accroding to the most salient atttribute of their personal identity.
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1. Regional identification: This group of activists demonstrate a strong emo-
tional connection to their natural environment and base their personal
identity on their Amazonian heritage (P1, P23, P25).

2. Religious Faith and Lifestyle:  These activists base their commitment on
their religious faith, and more specifically on the principles of liberation
theology (P13, P16, P49, P51).

3. Organic Intellectualism: This group of actors have a strong desire to un-
derstand social situations and processes, to assess them in terms of their
moral appropriateness, fairness, and sustainability, and to intervene in
reality in order to counteract what they have identified as detrimental
developments (P21, P35).

4. Political resistance:  These activists disapprove of Brazil's economic, so-
cial, and environmental politics and show a general attitude of noncom-
pliance.  They  frame  their  activism  as  a  continuous  struggle  with  the
government  and  act  immediately  on  misguided  social  developments
(P41, P55).

Given the separation of the social movement into protest SMOs and monitoring
SMOs, one could expect that activists affiliated with the protest SMOs base their
activism on a more general indignation about the positions and actions of the
authorities, while members of the monitoring SMOs are motivated by the desire
to implement concrete development projects. Yet, the analysis shows that many
activists who fight for the fulfillment of the conditions and the implementation
of the development plans today started their activist careers with the objective
of effecting societal change. Only one interviewee appears to be driven primarly
by professional and technical considerations in their87 work for the monitoring
SMOs (P39).

The  initial  reactions  of  interviewees  to  questions  concerning  their
motives  provide  insights  into  the  persons'  self-conceptions  and  identity
salience.  Some  interviewees  take  the  question  for  their  personal  motives
literally in that they talk about their personal development, behavior, and way of
thinking; thus alluding to their personal identity. Other interviewees focus on
the detrimental effects of the Belo Monte project, and essentially imply that
their motives are to counteract these effects. Yet another group of interviewees
refer to the interests of a particular social group or the purpose of the social
movement as a whole, and explicitly identify with these believes. While these

87 For reasons of confidentiality, I avoid using pronouns that indicate the sex of the interviewee
and use “their” in the singular sense instead.
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interviewees  allude  to  collective  identities,  they  seek  to  convey  personal
information in an indirect way. Throughout the analysis, the form of response
was neglected and direct  and indirect  statements about one's  motives  were
considered in equal measure.

In  the following  sections,  I  discuss  the  four  categories  describing  the
most salient attributes of a local activist's personal identity. These attributes are
present in the identities of both male and female activists. Interestingly, female
activists  are  said  to  possess  a  number  of  additional  characteristics  that  are
particularly helpful in the collective action against Belo Monte (see below).

5.2.1.1 Regional Identification

Amazonia constitutes a unique living space for humans, flora, and fauna. Espe-
cially those interviewees who live in rural areas and lead traditional lifestyles
comment extensively on the living conditions in rural Pará, their relationship to
the natural environment, and the effects of the Belo Monte project on their
lives. The relationship to the river – and in this sense, any river in the Amazon
basin – is a defining element of the people's personal identities.

“I was born in Santarém, on the banks of the Tapajós River, I was raised
in the river, I went to the river every day, and my family comes from the
river, my mother comes from the river, we have a very strong connection
to the river.” (P1)

Likewise, other interviewees state that they are a “native of the river” (P23) or
that they were born and lived on an isle as children of fishers (P25). In order to
understand the strong connection of indigenous peoples, fishers, and riverine
communities with the natural environment in general, and with the river in par-
ticular, one needs to understand the centrality of nature in the population's ev-
eryday life and its influence on their identities. As the following statement nicely
illustrates, the traditional populations use nature

„to  feed  not  only  the  physical  body,  but  especially  to  feed  our  soul,
because we – given that we are traditional populations – have to catch
our fish in order to feed ourselves, we generate our income from agro-
extractivism;  but  it  is  also  in  the  midst  of  nature  that  we  constitute
ourselves as persons. It was with nature, with the interaction that we
had – that I had, that my brothers had – with nature, that made us the
people that we are today, that made us fight for what we believe in, that
gave us strength to not be silent in view of the circumstances, in view of
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what is happening. So, nature has favored us a lot in what it taught us.”
(P25)

The motivation to defend their environment and their living space derives from
these people's sense of self, which in turn is constituted in close interaction with
nature.  According  to  the  interviewee  quoted  above,  the  destruction  of  the
environment does not only deprive people of their livelihood; it also means the
loss of identity for the individual and the entire community, as everything they
inherited  and  built  up  by  themselves  will  be  destroyed.  As  a  consequence,
future generations will not have the possibility to build the kind of relationship
to  nature  described  above  (P25).  Interviewees  with  a  strong  emotional
connection to their natural environment feel that their living space and lifestyle
are threatened by the authorities' attitude and politics towards Amazonia, and
have therefore committed themselves to the collective action.

5.2.1.2 Religious Faith and Lifestyle

The defense of nature is also a central motive for religious activists and those af-
filiated with the Catholic Church.  As discussed in Section 5.1, many activists in
Altamira were initially mobilized through the Christian Base Communities of the
Catholic Church. While not all of them name religious motives behind their ac-
tivism, references to the Creation and the preservation of life and nature are
quite common. Especially those interviewees who are strongly religious and/or
affiliated with the Catholic Church in a professional way state that faith gives
their lives a sense of meaning (P13), and that their faith in God motivates them
to take action on behalf of others (P16). Religious activists also frame their criti-
cism of neoliberal politics and the current development model as an offense
against God's will.

“God said, that in the beginning he gave us everything and asked us to
take care of it, and today man is destroying out of greed, out of ambition.
Everything for money. Nowadays, it is no more for the well-being of life,
it is for the money, it is the issue of wanting to  own more and more.”
(P23)

As discussed above, the Catholic Church in Pará has been particularly active in
raising the local population's awareness of injustice, in educating people about
their rights, and in fighting for marginalized people. This work towards conscien-
tização – which can broadly be translated as “the act of acquiring knowledge
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about”88 – has its ideological roots in liberation theology and grew in impor-
tance in the 1970s and 1980s (P13). Religious interviewees tend to have a holis-
tic view of the individual and respect people's yearnings, anxieties, wills, and de-
sires as part of their personalities (P43). As a consequence, they refuse to limit
religious education to religious topics, claiming that the faith in God, and the
Catholic Church as an institution matter in the economic, social, political, per-
sonal, and in all other other areas of life (P13; also see P43).

“And there I learned that the gospel, that the faith cannot be separated
from our lives, from our reality, from the problems, and all that. And this
issue stimulates and leads the person- and it led me to become who I am
today. I cannot be a Christian, be here as a Christian, and the problems
and situations surrounding me, and I let them be, because they are not
mine. It is not like that. The struggle is part of faith and part of life.” (P9)

As this quote and other statements indicate, religious participants in the social
movement  against  Belo  Monte  believe  that  faith  is  inherently  linked  to  the
defense of life and of the Creation. They consider it their vocation and religious
mission to not only preach the gospel but to put it into action (P13, P31, P43).
These activists participate in social struggles in  general,  and in the collective
action  against  Belo  Monte  in  particular,  for  the  purpose  of  fighting  for
marginalized and disadvantaged people (P19, P27, P31) and in order to defend
life and nature (P13, P16, P53).

5.2.1.3 Organic Intellectualism

Interviewees affiliated with either faction of  the social  movement frequently
claim that they are dedicated to civil society because they want to intervene in
reality. While some of them take an intellectual approach, others take a more
hands-on or even militant approach to achieving social change. The interviewee
who describes the attitude and work of the former group claims that

“I coordinate, nowadays I coordinate, and I am- I feel affilated with each
base. I feel affiliated. Why? Because it is what we call [...] the organic
intellectual. He can be here, but he- Physically he is here, but his spirit, his
mind is there at the base, in the struggle. So, this is what we call  the
organic intellectual.” (P16)

88 Translation derived from the online dictionary  Michaelis Moderno Dicionário Inglês & Por-
tuguês (UOL 2009a).
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The objectives of the organic intellectuals are twofold: on the one hand, they
seek to use their knowledge to the benefit of the people, and to contribute to a
more equitable society. On the other hand, they seek personal growth in their
intellectual work and dedication to civil society (P21). The term organic intellec-
tual emerged from the data as an in-vivo code before I compared it to the theo-
retical concept introduced by Antonio Gramsci in his Prison Notebooks (Gramsci
1971).89 Although the term appears only once in the data, other interviewees
share  the self-conception  of  the  organic  intellectual,  as  the  following  quote
illustrates.

“As an organization for research and for the support of other community
organizations, labor unions, it is our task, first of all, to understand the
process, to analyze the process, to analyze and to understand; but not
only that. It is also to evaluate how we can, in practice, contribute to a
change in the reality that we consider unfair or unsustainable, incorrect.”
(P21)

This  interviewee endorses  the organization's efforts to provide scientific  and
practical support to the collective action against Belo Monte (P21). Moreover,
the concept of the organic intellectual seems to have influenced the educational
work in the CEBs. Interviewees describe that clerics in the base communities
were convinced that it did not suffice to analyze the situation and talk about it
without taking action (P35). They rather encouraged people to “see, judge, and
act” (P35) towards the various unjustices in the communities.

89 In his Prison Notebooks, written between 1929 and 1935, Antonio Gramsci elaborates on what
he calls the organic intellectuals, their characteristics, and their role in society. Based on a
Marxist viewpoint, he claims that every social group creates its own intellectuals, which give
the group “homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economic but
also in the social and political fields” (Gramsci 1971: 5). Gramsci argues that the working class
needs to create, from within, organic intellectuals and acquire political consciousness in order
to achieve a leadership role in society (Simon 1991: 97). The concept of the organic intellectu-
al prevalent among activists in Altamira and Belém is consistent with Gramsci's theoretical
considerations. Interestingly, clerics identify themselves as organic intellectuals – despite the
fact that Gramsci considered them traditional intellectuals because they emerged from the
feudal aristocracy and controlled a number of “important services” for a long time (Gramsci
1971: 7). A comprehensive analysis of the interviewees' practical use of Gramsci's concept
would not only have to consider this aspect; it also ought to evaluate the applicability of the
concept in the Belo Monte case study, as Gramsci developed the concept in a very different
context. As a theoretical debate about the concept itself is beyond the scope of this study, I
treat the concept as an in-vivo code and focus on reconstructing the meaning that local ac-
tivists in Altamira and Belém attribute to the term.
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The creation of political awareness in the CEBs and the spirit of liberation
theology among clerics may have contributed to the interest  in  learning and
development that characterizes not only the organic intellectuals but also the
rank and file of the social movement against Belo Monte. 

“I think that to help does not mean to pick you up and give you a job, to
satisfy your hunger at that moment, but it means to enlighten you, to
open  your  eyes  to  other  worlds,  to  open  your  eyes  to  another  time,
because we no longer live in times when everyone was innocent, when
everyone trusted everyone else.” (P25)

The openness for other lifestyles and ways of thinking is particularly important
in  a  heterogenenous  movement  like  the  one  against  the  Belo  Monte  Dam.
Interviewees  explain  that  their  work  has  enabled  them to  get  to  know the
indigenous world, and to broaden their minds towards the living conditions and
realities of marginalized people (P19). Moreover, they attach great importance
to education, claiming that it enables them to acquire knowledge and make new
experiences,  which in turn will  help them to support  their  communities and
fight for their rights (P29). This attitude coincides with a skepticism towards the
government  and  government  agencies,  and  with  preparedness  for  civil
disobedience (P29).

5.2.1.4 Political Resistance

While the organic intellectuals focus on understanding social processes in order
to be able to intervene in reality, the political resisters act more immediately on
misguided  social  developments.  They  fight  for  human,  economic,  social,
cultural, and environmental rights, and oppose the Belo Monte Dam because of
its detrimental effects in all of these areas (P3, P9, P29, P37, P41, P47, P55). Yet,
they consider the conflict over Belo Monte as only one struggle among others
(cf. Section  5.3). Political resisters explain that they grew  into activism during
their adolescence when they were confronted with various injustices (P31, P55)
and/or  discovered  alternative  models  of  thought  through  education.  The
following statement illustrates how the growing  awareness of social problems
may lead a person to become an active member of civil society.

“Personally, since university, since high school, I always revolted against
various injustices. I  was outraged over the corruption in the country, I
was outraged over the unequal distribution of wealth in our country, over
the privileges  for a minority  at  the  expense of  the majority,  over  this
political practice of prioritizing the financial market to the detriment of
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social issues, and this outrage grew. It  grew, and to the extend that I
matured and grew personally, intellectually, and professionally,  I  could
see that we would only solve the problems of our society by overcoming
this  capitalist  mode of  production.  So,  personally,  I  revolt  against  the
capitalist mode of production. I am an anti-capitalist, an anti-imperialist,
I am a militant of the socialist left wing.” (P3)

While  only  few  interviewees  identify  themselves  as  anti-capitalists,  anti-
imperialist, or even militants, many of them subscribe to a left-wing ideology
and  seek  fundamental  changes  in  the  Brazilian  socioeconomic  system.  They
believe that social movements have the capacity to contribute to social change
(P49). Some of these actors also show tendencies towards militancy in that they
approve of illegal actions in order to prevent the Belo Monte Dam (P13). On a
personal level their mobilization and participation in social movements seem to
follow a predetermined developmet – and indeed one interviewee claims that
he could not do any other work but fight for human rights (P55). Moreover, the
vocubulary used by interviewees is meaningful in terms of their self-conception
and positioning in the social movement against Belo  Monte. Political resisters
claim to be “na luta” – that is,  “in the struggle” (P16, P55).  While the term
alludes to the general mindset and activism of this group of people, the struggle
against Belo Monte has become particularly important.

“It is a movement that never tires. It is a movement that is ready for the
fight. And I think it is the movement that puts into action the part of the
National Anthem that goes 'that a son of yours may not escape from the
fight'. So, I think the Xingu Vivo Movement will never escape from the
fight against the injustices, against this whole issue.” (P19)

Political  resisters  claim  to  share  a  common  ideology,  to  engage  in  regular
debates  about  their  view  of  reality,  and  to  develop  their  collective  action
strategies from there (P41). They work tirelessly towards their objectives, they
resist  social  and political  pressure,  and find strength in the “spirit  of revolt”
(P28; also see P3 and P25). Passion and the will to change things are the main
drivers of their action (P55; also see P16).

5.2.1.5 Female Activism

Gender relations among local activists are ambiguous and complex. As discussed
in the sixth sensitizing concept, I expected female activist to play a prominent
role in the social movement against Belo Monte, as I observed many women in
leadership positions (cf. Chapter 3). Interviewees in Altamira and Belém confirm
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that “the struggle for justice and against this dam has the face of the local wom-
en” (P9).  Female activists – just  like their  male counterparts – show a  great
sense of volunteerism and dedication to civil  society.  Moreover,  they can be
classified  into  the  four  categories  discussed  above  according  to  their  most
salient  characteristics.  However,  interviewees  emphasize  that,  in  contrast  to
male activists, women possess a number of unique attributes and capabilities
that they bring into the struggle against Belo Monte.

Women are considered the stronger sex in the Belo Monte conflict and
an integral part of the social movement (P3, P9, P31).

“So, the women who are in this fight, I would say they are much more
militant than the men, because often they receive much more pressure
from this conservative society, and not even this intimidates them, quite
the  contrary,  they  continue  standing  strong  and  accept  distinguished
positions in the leadership of the movement.” (P3).

The local women – and particularly those in Altamira – are considered to be
strong and warlike (P1, P3, P35). Yet, it should be noted that women also suffer
from repression (P1) and inequality (P29), which indicates that gender relations
in Amazon societies are complex (P29) and merit a separate discussion that goes
beyond the scope of this study.

Many interviewees attribute the strong involvement of women in the so-
cial movement against Belo Monte to the project's particular impact on women
and children (P9, P35).

“We believe that women feel the impacts more intensely on their skin. It
is the children who are vulnerable […] to prostitution. It is the women
who have the smallest jobs […] the majority do not have the profession
to take on these jobs, so they serve as cheap laborers and slave laborers.
It is the women who are more frequently in line for health services and
education, seeking vacancies, seeking attendance for their children and
so on. It is the women who lose their children in these dam constructions,
in these projects. And they are the ones who benefit the least from it.
And there are more problems. There are much more illnesses that affect
women. Illnesses like breast cancer, like uterine cancer. There is stress in
the classrooms, they earn little. So it is the women- It is proven by studies
that it is the women who are most affected in their lives by the construc-
tion of these dam projects.” (P9)

Interviewees point out that dam projects in general do not only affect the local
population but also families in other parts of Brazil. Women have to bear the ab-
sence of their husbands who work at construction sites throughout the country
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(P35). Interviewees conclude that the project's particular impact on women is
an important factor in the mobilization of female activists, creating strong incen-
tives for women to fight against the perceived threat (P9).

In the indigenous and traditional cultures of the region, women are seen
as to possess the power to create life – by giving birth to their offspring, by pro-
ducing foodstuff, and by raising animals – whereas men merely reap the fruits.
As women take responsibility of the daily chores and the heavy work, they form
the base of every community and develop a much better understanding of what
is needed to sustain life (P27, P29). Moreover, they maintain a close connection
to the water and take responsibility for the water management of the family
(P27).  On the other hand, men are described to be somewhat disconnected
from these issues, and to take longer to develop consciousness of the funda-
mental value that water – and thus, the Xingu River – has for life (P27). More-
over, interviewees claim that women are less susceptible to manipulation (P29;
also see P25). They are perceived to focus more on long-term developments and
maintain a strong connection to future generations, while men are described as
naive in their efforts to gain short-term benefits (P45). However, interviewees
emphasize that these characteristics do not apply to every man and woman, as
there are men who are very committed to the fight for life (P27) as well as wom-
en who do not live up to these expectations (P29). One interviewee describes
the special characteristics of the local women at length:

“But the woman is connected to the next generation – through her being,
through her heart, and through her phsyche. A woman puts people in the
world, she gives birth, and she is almost instinctively concerned with the
future of  the offspring.  This  assumption is  supported by anthropology
and psychology. Over the years, I have noticed that women always have
a clearer vision of the future because it is their son, daughter, grandson,
granddaughter, whose lives are at stake. And the man thinks about the
money, about the immediate. I am not saying all men, but a large part.”
(P45)

Interviewees claim that female activists are able to resist the pressures and the
emotional stress associated with the Belo Monte conflict  because they know
what is at stake. As one interviewee describes, “the one who creates, knows the
value of life. […] There is no way for you to put something in the world, and not
fight for it” (P29).
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5.2.2 Social Identity

The concept of social identity was introduced in this study in order to under-
stand the diverse backgrounds of local movement participants in the heteroge-
neous social movement against Belo Monte. According to Snow, the social iden-
tity of a person is attributed by others based on the person's social role or be-
longing to a social  category or group  (Snow 2001:  2212–2213).  At  the same
time, people identify with social groups, which means that personal identities
(self-attributions) and social identities (attributions by others) can be overlap-
ping. In this study, the social identities of various groups in the Volta Grande
were derived from interview statements by means of constant comparison and
classification.  The  comparison  of  statements  about  (1)  the  interviewee's  in-
group,  (2)  other  interviewees'  perceptions of  this  group (which  is  their  out-
group), (3) and group members' assumptions about how members of the out-
group perceive of them, was particularly interesting in that it contributed to the
interpretation of the social identities of indigenous nations and traditional peo-
ples.

Throughout  the interviews,  local  activists frequently refer to  the local
population as the “forest peoples”. In this section, I explain what characterizes
forest peoples from the interviewees' point of view. Then I introduce the social
identities and self-identification of fishers, riverine people, and indigenous peo-
ples.

5.2.2.1 Os Povos da Amazônia: The Peoples of the Amazon

Recurrent themes in the interviews are the regional context of Belo Monte, the
special characteristics of the local people, their traditional ways of life, and the
ways in which they are affected by the hydropower project.90 Interviewees gen-
erally use the term peoples (povos) in the plural when they talk about the local
population, and they connect it with different adjectives. They speak of forest
peoples (povos da floresta) (P3, P16, P37), indigenous peoples (povos indígenas)
(P1, P3, P9, among others), and make reference to a temporal and spatial con-
text – for example, the peoples of the Xingu (povos do Xingu) (P1, P45), the peo-
ples of the region (povos da região) (P21), or the peoples of Amazonia (povos
da Amazônia) (P1, P3, P21, P31).91 The use of the term emphasizes the strong

90 The regional context of Belo Monte plays a major role in the diagnostic framing and will be
discussed in detail further below.

91 Sometimes the term peoples (povos) is substituted by populations (populações), which is used
in the same sense and also in the plural form.
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geographical component in social identities, which I also found in personal iden-
tities. Moreover, it includes a time component, as interviewees frequently refer
to the centuries-old history of indigenous and traditional peoples in the area
(P1, P13). The following statement shows the diversity of the social groups that
interviewees identify to be native of the region, and it emphasizes the temporal
and spatial components of social identities.

“It does not recognize that there are already- that at this moment and
historically there have always been the native peoples, the indigenous
peoples, but also the traditional populations; farmers have always been
here, gatherers,  rubber tappers, and several  others, fishers,  and many
more.” (P21)

The geographical component of identities is particularly relevant in defining the
boundaries between in-group and out-group. While the Brazilian society is char-
acterized by an interethnic composition, interviewees emphasize that there are
different peoples in the Brazilian Amazon (P43). They acknowledge that the peo-
ple of one town differ from the people of another  town, given the long dis-
tances between settlements (P16).  However,  at  the same time, interviewees
speak of themselves and the people in the region as one people (o povo daqui)
(P16). The differences between the people from different towns within Amazo-
nia seem to diminish when they are placed in a larger context with people from
the south of Brazil or from other countries (P16). This implies that the differenti -
ation between in-groups and out-groups depends on the point  of  reference,
thus allowing the different peoples of the Brazilian Amazon to feel as one peo-
ple – at least in certain situations.

In a similar vein, interviewees describe the identities and lifestyles of in-
digenous peoples, fishers, and riverine peoples to be strikingly similar. They all
rely on a combination of fishing and farming in order to make a living (P25).
Moreover, these groups share a strong dependence on nature and close ties to
their natural environment as part of their personal identities. The differentiation
between these groups essentially is attributed by others, and thus constitutes a
social identity in the strict sense. One interviewee explains that the social cate-
gories were introduced to the region by outside agents, and that they are largely
irrelevant in daily live.

“Agents – that is how we call them – the agents come from outside and
engage in that dialogue with these peoples and that is how it starts. And
we no longer see it only with our own eyes. We see it with the eyes of the
researcher, with the eyes of the politician, etc.” (P25)
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The social  movement against  Belo Monte seeks to unite the struggle by de-
emphasizing the differences between the social groups. On the one hand, inter-
viewees claim that differences exist between riverine peoples, fishers, and na-
tive ethnic groups – especially in terms of their official  recognition and legal
rights.92 On the other hand, they stress that these groups have common inter-
ests and objectives because of their similar lifestyles and their mutual depen-
dence on the river for survival (P25).

In the following sections, I characterize fishers, riverine people, and in-
digenous peoples as social groups, and discuss the consequences of the Belo
Monte Dam for the survival of their cultures.

5.2.2.2 Social Identity and Self-Identification of Fishers and Riverine People

According to interviewees, the legal differentiation, which grants special rights
to indigenous and traditional peoples, creates some dissent between the social
groups but no open conflict (P25). In view of the attendance and support that
indigenous communities have been receiving from Norte Energia and the gov-
ernment since the start of the Belo Monte project, interviewees from the ranks
of the fishers complain about the neglect of their own social group and the un-
equal treatment of said social groups (P25). Interviewees claim that fishers are a
highly neglected social group that lacks access to education and health care ser-
vices. In contrast to indigenous people, they are not eligible to measures of affir-
mative action. Moreover, they are frequently confronted with prejudices, scruti-
ny of their identities, and demoralization (P25).

“And for society, the fisher has to be toothless, not have any teeth. He
has to walk with dirty fingernails, with torn clothes and flip-flops, and
smelling of fish. If he does not have these characteristics, the society does
not consider him a fisher.” (P25)

As social identity is created by means of ascription, members of the out-group
identify a person as a fisher if he or she meets the criteria that they believe are
characteristic of fishers. This leads to a reinforcement of existing prejudices and

92 While indigenous people and quilombolas were officially recognized in the Brazilian Constitu-
tion of 1988, other traditional populations of Brazil were only recognized by presidential de-
cree no. 6.040 of February 2007 (MDS 2016). A detailed discussion of possible differences in
the official recognition and legal rights of riverine people, fishers, and indigenous peoples is
beyond the scope of this study. However, it is important to note, that interviewees experience
a differentiated treatment, which they consider unfair because of the similarities in the social
groups' lifestyles.
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limits the possibilities of fishers to express their identities through their outward
appearance.

“Because even when you apply  for  the  fishing  closure  allowance,  the
agent of the ministry looks you up and down.93 With his gaze he already
wants to tell you that you are not a fisherman, that you are not a fisher-
woman. [...] So on the day of the fishing closure you practically have to
go  in  rags  and  tatters  to  make  sure  that  you  are  not  discriminated
against.” (P25)

While interviewees claim that fishers face discrimination in daily life, they also
lament that this social group is doomed to disappear because of the detrimental
consequences of the Belo Monte Dam (P25).

In a similar vein, interviewees from the ranks of the riverine people claim
that they are going to lose their history and their identity as a social group be-
cause of the Belo Monte Dam (P23). Riverine people living in the area that is di -
rectly affected by the dam project feel uprooted in a physical and emotional
sense. They do not only have to leave their houses and territories but have to
give up some habits and customs.94 Interviewees emphasize that the lifestyle of
the traditional peoples is very pleasant because of the close contact to nature,
the tranquility, the coolness of the forest, and the rich soil that allows them to
plant foodstuff (P23). They note that the conflict about different paths for devel-
opment is based on a different perception of traditional lifestyles, among other
things.

“There is  nothing positive about this  issue [Belo Monte,  I.P.].  There is
nothing positive. And they keep lying. Telling us lies that we will have a
normal life, calling us impoverished, that we have a miserable life. On the
contrary, we have a very healthy life, very good, strong, and I say this: I
have nothing to complain about my life there.” (P23)

Interviewees explain that outsiders associate the traditional lifestyle with sad-
ness and loneliness (P23), while the traditional peoples themselves believe that
they enjoy a high quality of life (P23). They are afraid of losing their lifestyles,
which are an important part of their identity as a distinct social group.

93 During the period of fishing closure, fishers registered in fishers' colonies are eligible for an al-
lowance (the so-called  seguro defeso) that substitutes the incurred loss in income  (Contro-
ladoria-Geral da União n.d.).

94 The socioeconomic consequences of the Belo Monte project on individuals are discussed in
detail in Section 5.3.
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5.2.2.3 Social Identity and Self-Identification of Indigenous Peoples

Indigenous people are probably the most visible social group in the collective
action against Belo Monte, due to their presence in the national and interna-
tional media. In 1989, various native ethnic groups from Pará and Mato Grosso
met for the First Encounter of the Indigenous Nations of the Xingu and contrib-
uted substantially to the prevention of hydropower plants at the Xingu River
(P9, P37). The indigenous female warrior Tuíra raising her machete against the
former director of Eletronorte, José Antônio Muniz Lopes, not only convinced
the World Bank to withdraw its financial support for the dam project (P19), but
also contributed to the social identity that people in Altamira and Belém at-
tribute to the indigenous. With reference to the resistance to hydropower plants
at the Xingu River, interviewees describe the indigenous culture and behavior as
brave (P9), more radical,  and more aggressive than the non-indigenous (P23,
P31). The attributed militancy is one aspect of their social identity that indige-
nous activists  confirm.  Yet,  they criticize  that  the non-indigenous population
tends to leave the struggle against Belo Monte to the indigenous precisely be-
cause of their attributed fighting spirit.

“When I say, 'It looks like they dump it on us.' Because the people believe
that the indigenous have all  the power,  because we indigenous really
fight,  we are  not  afraid  of  fighting.  This  is  something  that  not  every
society has. I do not know- This is something that comes from ourselves.
It comes from us. We are not afraid of really fighting for what is ours.
And the other populations are different. They are afraid. They are more
afraid. They are very different. That is what it amounts to, what makes
the difference.” (P29)

Indigenous activists claim that all native ethnic groups in Brazil are militant, but
emphasize that they differ substantialy in terms of their capacities. While some
indigenous communities receive support from outside agents and/or from other
native ethnic groups, others are severely neglected and therefore more fragile
and susceptible to manipulation (P29). Since the beginning of the construction
works, the government and Norte Energia have offered financial and material
support to some indigenous communities of the Xingu River. Interviewees from
the ranks of the protest SMOs consider this bribery and a deliberate strategy of
the government to weaken the resistance to the Belo Monte Dam.95 They claim
that  these  policies  promote  the  dependence  of  indigenous  communities  on

95 As the financial and material support of indigenous communities contributed to the fragmen-
tation of the social movement, this discussion is resumed in Section 5.4.
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public  assistance,  instead  of  empowering  them to  use  their  knowledge  and
resources with a view to maintaining their independence (P29).

As regards the general reputation and role of the indigenous in society,
interviewees  lament  that  the authorities  and  parts  of  the  Brazilian  majority
society  disrespect  the  native  culture  and  lifestyle  (P29).  According  to
interviewees, Lula once called the indigenous an “impediment” to progress (P1,
P43). Local activists claim that the population in the South and Southeast of
Brazil believes

“that you have to clear the forest, that you have to kill the indigenous,
that you have to dam the rivers in order to generate development there.”
(P1)

Interviewees  insist  that  native  ethnic  groups  and  traditional  peoples  have  a
specific  knowledge of  the forest  and capabilities  that  could  be employed to
make the use of natural resources more sustainable (P1,  P13, P29). From their
point  of  view,  the  indigenous  knowledge  could  be  a  valuable  asset  for  the
country's development, as the following statement illustrates.

“We are capable. Owing to the knowledge that we have of the forest, of
the plants, of everything. Up to this very water. We are able to contribute
to the development of this country, only that we are not listened to. Our
knowledge is not used in a positive way. Because we are holders of the
entire traditional  medicine.  We know everything there is  for things to
develop. We know it. We are the guardians of all this. Only that they do
not use it.” (P29)

Many local  activists  are  frustrated about  the divergence  between the  social
identity  and  the  self-conception  of  indigenous  people  with  respect  to  their
current and potential future role in the Brazilian society. They lament that most
people – including leading politicians – do not make the effort to familiarize
themselves with the indigenous culture and lifestyle (P45). The social identity of
native ethnic groups reduces them to their outward appearance and the enter-
tainment  value of  their  ancient  rites,  while  neglecting  substantial  aspects  of
their culture and social order (P29). Just like the social group of fishers, indige-
nous peoples perceive the social identity they are being ascribed by members of
the out-group to be partial,  to focus on subordinate  attributes,  and to limit
them in expressing their identities.

However, there are also positive examples of non-indigenous people who
do not only demonstrate and promote respect for indigenous peoples but who
also make an effort to build bridges between the ethnic groups.
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“They are different people. And we respect them in their otherness. And
we do not only respect them, we need to go even further. We love them. I
have made this experience. I remember when I went to a community of
the Kayapó, and I did not speak a word of Kayapó.96 Nothing. I said, 'I will
never  again set foot in this community without knowing Kayapó.' And I
learned. I will not say that I speak it the way I speak Portuguese, but I
learned it. And the second time I went there – you cannot imagine. Oh
my God! The biggest and most friendly, most intimite smile; I would say,
'Now he is one of us, he speaks our language.' They know that we try
hard,  and through verbal  communication we understand their  world.”
(P45)

5.2.3 Introduction to Collective Identity

In Chapter 2 collective identity was defined as the shared sense of belonging to
a collectivity (we) in contrast to other actors (them). It is constructed through a
continuous process of identity work – that is, the individual and collective activi-
ties that people engage in with the purpose of defining and expressing who they
are and how they relate to others (Rucht 2002: 331; Snow 2001: 2216). In accor-
dance with the literature (Klandermans 1997: 41; Snow 2001: 2215–2216), the
analysis of collective identities in the Belo Monte conflict reveals that the sense
of belonging to a collective is influenced by similarity in personal characteristics,
by common fate, and shared experiences of collective action. Activists in Altami-
ra and Belém resemble each other in (1) their awareness of social, cultural, po-
litical, and economic developments, (2) their identification with the collective
through the Amazonian Identity, and (3) their common mobilization through the
CEBs. These aspects contributed substantially to the development of a collective
identity,  and continue to be a  point  of  reference for  members  of  the social
movement in Altamira and Belém – despite its fragmentation.

Members of the diverse social groups that participate in the social move-
ment against Belo Monte engage in identity work by de-emphasizing the differ-

96 The Kayapó is an indigenous people populating the states of Mato Grosso and Pará. According
to data provided by the Health Information System for Indigenous Peoples (Sistema de Infor-
mação da Atenção à Saúde Indígena, SIASI) and the Special Secretariat for Indigenous Health
Care (Secretaria Especial de Saúde Indígena, SESAI) this ethnic group, which is divided into var-
ious subgroups, comprised 11 675 individuals in 2014 (Instituto Socioambiental n.d.c). Some
Kayapó communities participate in the collective action against Belo Monte.
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ences between them. Instead, they stress that the inhabitants of the region are
affected in very similar ways by the Belo Monte Dam (P25).

“For  this  people,  the  river  represents  life.  The  survival,  the  fishing.
Everything there is. The people live close to the river. So it is the river that
unites them. It unites. The waters of the Xingu River are what unites this
people. So even if they live in different circumstances, the circumstances
of the Xingu are the same: to survive on fishing, to survive based on the
water.” (P27)

Interviewees frequently allude to the people's regional identification and their
living conditions, which depend on the natural environment but at the same
time define  people  as  inhabitants  of  this  socio-environmental  space  and  as
members of a specific social group. I call this collective identity the Amazonian
Identity97 and propose that it is characterized by

1. a geographical component;
2. a strong personal connection to the natural environment, which serves

as a reference point for the personal identity;
3. an interdependence between the people and the environment;
4. the appreciation of diversity in terms of cultures and lifestyles; and
5. the acknowledgment that Amazonia and its inhabitants constitute a frag-

ile living organism.
Hence, the Amazonian Identity is characterized by the people's living conditions
and their natural environment. This confirms existing research about the influ-
ence of structural factors on the process of collective identity construction (cf.
Flesher Fominaya 2010b: 398). The following statement illustrates the Amazoni-
an Identity concept and alludes to its value for the local population.

“And the other thing that I consider fundamental was that we created
this feeling of Amazonia, that we are Amazonia, regardless of where I
am.  [...]  As  we  are  the  Amazon  and  we  are  a  fragile  biome,  what
happens there in Belo Monte affects my life here in Belém, it affects the
lives of those who are in Rondônia, it affects the lives of those in Acre.
This  was  another  very  positive  feeling,  this  relief  of  feeling  to  be
Amazonia, to arrive here in the city and say, 'I am a son of the Amazon
rainforest. Even though I live in a big city, I feel part of the forest.' That
feeling is also permeating the group. People also feel- they identify with

97 The term Amazonian Identity is mainly used in cultural studies (cf. Chapter 6).
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this [...] Even though we live here, we are indigenous, mestizos, riverine
people.98 We want this. This is important, this identification.” (P1)

As a collective identity, the Amazonian Identity complements the personal iden-
tities of people. It enables them to identify with a larger collective and to devel-
op shared beliefs and interests. On the one hand, the Amazonian Identity allows
forest people to reconcile their personal identities with a modern lifestyle and
residence in the city. The interviewee's speaking of a relief in this context, indi-
cates that forest people who live in the city encounter difficulties in terms of
their identity. Whether these arise from the expectations and ascriptions of oth-
er people or from people's self-concepts and their own expectations of them-
selves  remains  unclear.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Amazonian  Identity  enables
groups that did not feel involved in the Belo Monte conflict in the past to identi -
fy with the collective and participate in the social movement (P1). Local activists
consider it their task to inform the urban population of the conflict, and they de-
liberately use the Amazonian Identity to establish the link between the lives and
realities of the urban and rural population.

“And the Metropolitan Committee  was established for  the  purpose of
strengthening the Xingu Forever Alive Movement and to give visibility to
this fight, because we are in the state capital and it  was necessary to
explain to the peoples, to the people here in the metropolitan area, that
this fight is not only a fight of the people of the Xingu River; it is a fight of
the entire  Amazonian population. It  is a struggle of those people who
defend the environment and who defend the Amazon.” (P3)

According  to  interviewees,  the  Amazonian  Identity  was  deliberately  created
through the interaction of people. As an important internal factor promoting
movement cohesion, it will be discussed again in detail in Section 5.4.

5.2.4 Motivation for Collective Action

People have multiple identities that  are organized hierarchically and become
salient in different situations (cf. Chapter 2). The personal, social, and collective
identities of local movement participants discussed in the sections above inter-
act with each other and influence the person's interests and actions – including
his or her motivation to fight against the construction of hydropower plants at
the Xingu River. For example, religious interviewees claim that it is their vocation

98 Mestizos  are  people  of  mixed-race  origin.  Definition  derived  from  the  online  dictionary
Michaelis Moderno Dicionário da Língua Portuguesa, author's translation (UOL 2009b).
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to preserve live and nature and to show solidarity with marginalized people. In a
similar vein, activists who identify strongly with a particular social group explain
that a lack of rights motivates them to fight for better living conditions. I have
classified the motives that induce local activists to participate in the collective
action against Belo Monte into the following four categories:

1. disapproval of the political and economic system,
2. a lack of rights in Amazonia,
3. distrust of authorities, and
4. a sense of moral obligation.

While the separation between people's character traits and their motivation for
collective action may seem artificial, it serves the analytical purpose of tracing
how people come to join a social movement and identify with a collective iden-
tity. In the following sections, I discuss the motives described by interviewees in
detail.

5.2.4.1 Disapproval of the Political and Economic System

Many  of  the  interviewed  participants  in  the  social  movement  against  Belo
Monte in Altamira and Belém originally decided to participate in collective ac-
tion because they felt outrage about the political and economic system of their
country. Over the years, these activists have participated in different struggles,
and they perceive the Belo Monte conflict  as a specific case in the realm of
these struggles (P3, P37, P55).  The fight  for societal change and “a different
Brazil” (P45) is a common motive among interviewees (P3, P9, P29, P35, P41,
P55).

“The principle of the movement, if we were to consider it – that is, the
strategy of  the  movement  – is  in  fact  this  quest  for  the  fundamental
transformation of society. To transform the structure of society. So, all
the movements that have this objective, that dream of this reality, and
that develop their methodology and their action with a view to this big
objective, these are movements that generally cooperate.” (P49)

Interviewees emphasize that they work on pressing issues and seek to contrib-
ute concrete proposals for the future development of the country (P9). Special
attention is paid to the development of Amazonia in general, and the region of
the Trans-Amazon Highway and Xingu in particular.

The local activists' perception of the political and economic system and
the current development concept figures prominently in the collective action
frame of the social movement and will be discussed in detail in Section 5.3.
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5.2.4.2 Lack of Rights in Amazonia

The fight for societal change refers to a number of economic, social, political,
cultural, and environmental attributes that local activists either fight to obtain
because they are not guaranteed at the moment (for example, enforcement of
rights), or defend from destruction because they are threatened by the current
political and economic system (for example, indigenous cultures). A central issue
is the fight for rights and their enforcement throughout the Brazilian  Amazon
(P9, P16, P31, P37). Local activists define their fundamental rights as to include
“the right to a healthy life, to a decent life” (P1; also see P9), “a life with respect,
especially on the part of the government”, and peace instead of violence (P31).
They take efforts to learn about their rights and to develop awareness of the ob-
servance and infringement of their rights  by other people and the authorities
(P29). Moreover, interviewees report to work in various contexts and with dif-
ferent allies towards the observance of their rights in everyday life (P9, P13) and
in the context of Belo Monte (P29). They focus on marginalized, disadvantaged,
and socially excluded people; among them native ethnic groups,  quilombolas,
and people in extreme poverty (P19, P27, P31, P43). Some interviewees also
claim that women are especially affected by infringements of their rights and by
infrastructure projects like Belo Monte (P35).

Interviewees frequently connect the defense of human, economic, social,
cultural, and environmental rights to the defense of Amazonia, which indicates
that these rights are particularly threatened in this region (P3). Indeed, the de-
fense of nature, life, and traditional ways of life constitute another group of mo-
tives behind collective action. Given the persistent exploitation of the regions'
natural resources and  the destruction of the natural environment throughout
Brazil, many activists fight for the preservation of the natural environment and
for socio-environmental justice (P9, P13, P23, P27, P31, P53).99 As nature is a
source of life, a defining part of identity, and a provider of food and shelter, de-
fending nature from destruction effectively means to defend life (P23). Religious
activists  emphasize  that  the defense of  life  derives  directly  from the gospel
(P16) and that God placed men on earth with the mission to defend his Creation
(P16, P53). Others claim that the defense of life is a universal value of mankind
(P31).

99 Many interviewees explicitly mention the defense of the river, to which they attach a high val-
ue (P23, P27, P29). The notion of the Xingu River will be discussed further below.
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“What  also becomes a common interest  is  the  concern for life  in the
environment, and this is a fight that any population that feels threatened
anywhere in the world, in any part of the planet, will wage.” (P31)

The struggle for life in Amazonia includes a struggle for the preservation of the
lifestyles  and  cultures  of  indigenous  communities  and  other  minority  ethnic
groups that live as hunter-gatherers or shifting cultivators. These groups have
been threatened by attempts to effectively integrate the Brazilian Amazon into
the national territory, by resource exploitation, and by the influx of foreigners.
Local activists seek to defend the “way of life of the Amazon populations” (P1)
and the socio-environmental diversity of the region, as they consider them pat-
rimonies of humanity and thus worthy of protection (P37).

While the motives to defend nature, life, and traditional lifestyles were
separated analytically during data analysis,  they determine each other in the
collective action. Water and land constitute necessary conditions of life; espe-
cially for forest peoples whose necessities of life are not readily available. Local
activists oppose Belo Monte because they perceive it as a threat to the prereq-
uisites of life.

“So, our personal struggle is this: to defend the river, to defend the land,
to defend our land where we live today. And by defending the river and
by defending the land, we are defending life.” (P23)

The fight for  human, economic, social, cultural, and environmental rights, and
the defense of life are important motives for local activists as the infringement
of these rights and the impunity of crimes are persistent problems in Amazonia
in  general,  and  in  the  Belo  Monte  project  in  particular.  Their  pre-existing
motivation  is  further  reinforced  by  the  particular  local  context,  and  more
precisely by people's interpretation of the context. Therefore, I repeatedly refer
to  the motives  of  local  activists  throughout  Section  5.3,  where I  discuss  the
framing of the Belo Monte conflict and the SMOs' different ways of confronting
it.

5.2.4.3 Distrust of Authorities

Another common motive for collective action among interviewees is the general
belief that civil society should monitor the authorities (P19, P41). 

“This government is there because we also helped to place it there. It has
to learn.  I  believe that  society has  this  role,  to make the government
understand that it is responsible for everything.” (P29)
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With respect to the economic, political, social, and environmental challenges of
the Volta Grande, interviewees demand that policymakers acknowledge the sit-
uation, direct their attention to the region,  and take the necessary steps to-
wards its  sustainable development (P31).  To this end, activists from Altamira
have repeatedly traveled to Belém and Brasília to pressure the state and federal
governments to improve public services in the areas of health, education, infra-
structure, financial services, etc. (P9).  In the specific case of the Belo Monte
project, the protest SMOs focus on pressuring the government to renounce the
entire undertaking,  to hear the Brazilian people, and to effectively include the
society in the energy planning for the country (P9).

“The movement has the role of developing intelligent ways of making
demands. It is not just about demanding for the sake of demanding or for
the sake of  saying,  'We are  being  compensated'.  Rather,  it  means  to
demand that the role of the government be fulfilled in a way- because all
this is their right, regardless of Belo Monte.” (P19)

In contrast, the monitoring SMOs continue what they call the “social control” of
the government; yet, with a view to ensuring Norte Energia's compliance with
the conditions of the preliminary license, the mitigation measures, and the de-
velopment plans (P41).

The  skepticism of  local  activists  towards  the authorities  is  said  to  be
based on and reinforced by bad experiences of the past. Interviewees repeated-
ly refer to big infrastructure projects – among them the hydropower plants Bal-
bina, Tucuruí,  and Curuá-Una – that were implemented in Amazonia without
due consideration of their social and environmental consequence. Interviewees
recall that these projects did not create any benefits for the local population; in-
stead, they caused the displacement of thousands of people and the disruption
of social structures. Violence, prostitution, and drug trafficking increased, and
only a small minority benefited from these projects (P1, P16, P27, P31, P53). In-
terviewees also complain that the energy produced in these dams is not used to
supply the local population; instead it  is channeled to other regions of Brazil
(P16).

„Also with a view to the impacts caused by the Tucuruí hydropower plant
that were not remedied until today. Many communities still have lawsuits
pending, demanding compensation for losses – and this was 20 years
ago or more. In addition, the government planned another hydropower
plant in the Amazon called Balbina, which is bankrupt. Balbina, a failed
project.” (P51)
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Local activists expect that „history will repeat itself“ (P23), and that the people
affected by the Belo Monte project will experience the same abandonment on
the part of the government as the other regions once the project is completed
(P13, P51).

5.2.4.4 Moral Obligation

The social movement against Belo Monte is further strengthened by its partici-
pants' moral considerations. Interviewees claim that it is their moral obligation
to fight for social change in general, and against the Belo Monte Dam – which
they perceive as a symbol of the current political and economic model – in par -
ticular.100 Yet, they state different reasons for why they hold this belief. In line
with the central attributes of their personal identities, some activists say that it
is part of their Christian mission to defend God's Creation (P16), while others
emphasize that fighting Belo Monte is a question of honor and a matter of con-
science (P29). Some interviewees commit themselves to the fight for rights and
justice, which they believe is a struggle that every men and women should join
(P27,  P55).  From their  point  of  view, it  is  a general  obligation for society to
demonstrate, to denounce malpractice and misguided developments, and to or-
ganize for collective action. “Silence means consent”, these interviewees pro-
claim (P9).

The moral obligation is reinforced by the long duration of the Belo Monte
conflict and the involvement of several generations in the collective action. For
example, a fisher who fights for recognition and rights that their ancestors did
not have – like the registration of fishers in the realm of fishers' colonies,101 the
payment of the fishing closure allowance, and equal rights for female fishers
(P25) – explicitly dedicates their efforts to the memory of their ancestors. Like-
wise, an indigenous activist fighting for indigenous rights, the preservation of
their culture, and the demarcation of their ancestral lands claims to be continu-
ing a historical struggle that was passed down generations (P29, P37).

“My grandmother told me the entire history of what we experienced until
today. I sat down with my grandmother, and she told me everything we
suffered [...] And what my grandmother passed on to me, I grew up with
the knowledge of our history, of all the suffering. And this will grow a
spirit  of  revolt,  a will  to change this  process,  in us as well.  When my

100 The symbolic meaning of Belo Monte is discussed in detail in Section 5.3.
101 Fishers' colonies are legally recognized institutions of the workers in the sector of artisan fish-

ing.
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grandmother died I said, [...] 'Grandma, I promise I will never stop this
battle. Everything that you could not do for us, I will do.' So, whenever I
think  of  stopping  the  fighting,  I  remember  what  I  promised  my
grandmother, and I will not stop fighting. For all that she did not achieve,
for all that she lost. She lost her family, she lost much of her culture in
search of freedom. All this is very much alive.” (P29)

Interviewees report that the elders of indigenous communities, who have been
dedicated to the fight against Belo Monte for many years, urge the younger gen-
eration to continue this  fight.  Calling upon their  conscientiousness,  they de-
mand that the young subordinate their individual interests to the collective in-
terest and the intergenerational struggle (P37). The elders argue that the forest
with its abundant resources and the indigenous society with its specific culture
are the wealth of their peoples.  They were passed down for generations and
should continue to be passed down to future generations (P37).

The  moral  obligation is  also  strong  in  those  participants  in  the social
movement who have lost comrades in the struggle for social change, and who
feel obliged to honor their memories by continuing the work they have done.

“To retreat, that is to say, to leave this very important struggle- [respon-
dent sobs, I.P.]  To leave this very important struggle means to  kill  the
dreams. (...)  It  means to kill  the dreams and the struggle  of  so many
people who gave their lives for this, and for us to continue this fight. So
many- Dorothy,  our union members here,  Brasília,  Bartolomeu, Dema.
And now this couple that was murdered, José and Maria.” (P9)

As the quotes above illustrate, many local activists dedicate their work to other
people who did not enjoy the recognition and the rights that activists are strug-
gling for nowadays (P25),  and who gave their  lives in  the struggle for social
change. Interviewees – regardless of their origin – claim, that ceasing the strug -
gle for rights and justice would mean betrayal of their social group, their ances-
tors, or individual comrades (P29).

5.2.5 Repercussions of the Conflict on Local Activists

The personal accounts of interviewees show that more than two decades of
fighting against hydropower plants at the Xingu River  have taken their toll on
movement participants and their  families.  Interviewees claim that  they have
grown old in the struggle (P35), and that some have become “more or less ad-
dicted to it” (P1). The constant involvement in the conflict, which requires ac-
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tivists to dedicate a lot of time and energy, wears them out until they realize
that they have been leaving other people and interests behind (P27, P29).

“Until I stopped for a while because I was seeing that it really wears us
out. The entire battery. It discharges. It wears us out in a really terrible
way, and you look back and say, “Wow, I am neglecting my personal life, I
left everything behind for the sake of this fight.” (P29)

Interviewees admit that the movement may seem tired and fragile, but they
assert  that  this  is  only  the  outward  appearance  (P19).  Some  local  activists
lament that they neglected their children because they were fully occupied with
the  collective  action  against  the  hydropower  project  (P25,  P35).  Over  time,
some activists chose to balance their commitment with their private life and
personal  interests,  while  others  continue  to  prioritize  the  collective  action
against Belo Monte (P35).

Many interviewees report that the conflict over Belo Monte creates pres-
sure and emotional stress. While some movement participants keep a low pro-
file in order not to lose their jobs or experience other negative effects (P13),
others are more outspoken about their believes and risk being stigmatized and
labeled as troublemakers (P25, P27).

“But we are paying a high price for this, for doing- for being on this side.
We […] were often massacred [sic] for defending this other project, this
other model of development, which is not one of big constructions. We
have been ridiculed a lot in this city.” (P35)

As a result, local activists avoid to stage demonstrations in areas where they do
not have the support of the majority (P25). Nonetheless, experiences of repudi-
ation cause frustration and disappointment. The protest SMOs try hard to get
through to other people and mobilize bystanders for their cause, but are some-
times confronted with disinterest and a lack of support (cf. Section 5.1). As the
issue is complex and the government and Norte Energia are suspected to de-
ceive the population,  activists place importance on educating the population
about the project. The experience of being misunderstood and failing to convey
the organizations' understanding of the conflict – that is, their collective action
frame –  creates  feelings  of  ineffectiveness  among activists.  One  activist  de-
scribes the challenges of convincing their community as follows:

“Will they believe in my theory that goes 'This is ours. You have to fight
for the project.'?102 They will not. They will not believe in it. This is what

102 In this statement, project does not refer to the Belo Monte project but to a community project
initiated by the activist.
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the problem is. And these things are things that hurt me. I suffered a lot
from this whole situation when I realized that my talk was different from
that of the community.” (P29)

Unwilling to change their opinion about how to confront the Belo Monte con-
flict, this activist did no longer feel legitimized to represent the community and
eventually  withdrew from the leadership  (P29).  Other  activists who perceive
their activities as a “huge challenge” and “a very difficult situation” seek support
from other organizations and individuals (P9).

While the participation in the social movement is frequently perceived as
to include a number of sacrifices and risks, interviewees are quick to qualify
their complaints by acknowledging that any activity involves risks and that their
activism is worth the effort (P1, P25).

“I believe this is a fight worth fighting. It is worth fighting, because at
least we are fighting for a just cause, for justice, for the future not only of
our region; for the future of our country, the future of the very planet, be-
cause it involves all this; and the people are blind, they are deaf. When
they open their eyes, it will be late. And that is what is happening. (..)
Belo Monte has no reason to be.” (P29)

The positive experiences that local activists make with their participation in the
social movement against Belo Monte motivate them to keep up their commit-
ment  (P29).  Many  interviewees  describe  their  activities  to  be  fulfilling  and
meaningful (P13), and they feel rewarded when they see that their struggle is
effecting changes in people's lives (P25).

“However, there is nothing more satisfactory for me than seeing that the
rights of the people are guaranteed. This is the greatest miracle there is,
to see that the rights of a person are guaranteed. And you see the joy of
a couple of people who have been living from fishing for 40 years and
never had any rights, and for the first time they receive the fishing clo-
sure allowance.” (P25)

Nonetheless, the risks that activists in Altamira and Belém are willing to take are
substantial.  Some participants in the social  movement have been confronted
with criminal complaints by the CCBM for alleged instigation of the workforce
and interference in the construction (P27, P55).

„One can afford to say a lot of things, but one cannot afford to say 'no' to
the dam. If you say 'no,' you will either be ignored or you will be isolated
– and there have been situations like this – or you will be sued or crimi -
nalized, so this is about the situation we are in.“ (P49)
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The struggle for a differentiated development and against the exploitation of
the Brazilian Amazon has already claimed the lives of several activists (P9, P13,
P25, P41). The most prominent examples include the murders of Ademir Alfeu
Federicci, coordinator of MDTX and known as Dema, in 2001 (P9), and Sister
Dorothy Stang, member of the Congregation of the Sisters of Notre Dame de
Namur, in 2005 (P47). One interviewee recounts a conversation with Dorothy
Stang who spoke in tears about being persecuted and threatened – two weeks
before she was found shot to death (P13). Erwin Kräutler, the former bishop, has
been receiving death threats for about thirty years because of his activism on
behalf  of  indigenous  peoples  and  his  participation  in  the  social  movement
against Belo Monte (P31, P45). The hostility suffered by former and current ac-
tivists creates psychological pressure and emotional stress (P29). Some intervie-
wees burst  into tears while talking about their own activism and the violent
death of friends and comrades, which shows that the emotional stress also af-
fects activists who have not been threatened directly (P9, P29). Yet, intervie-
wees claim that the challenges they confront also strengthen and brace them
for the conflict. By confronting persecution, violence, and death, activists devel-
op strategies of coping with difficult situations (P13, P23).

In view of the harassment and persecution, local activists in Altamira and
Belém have developed a certain resilience to the pressure and emotional stress
(P1, P3, P25). Many of them claim that hope and their faith in God are the main
motives behind their continuous struggle against all odds (P23, P29, P31). More-
over, local activists draw a line in terms of how much they are prepared to risk in
the fight against Belo Monte, claiming that they “do not want to die in this ei-
ther” (P35).  Some have resigned from leadership  positions or  taken a break
from their activism,103 in order to protect themselves and to take care of person-
al matters (P1, P27, P29, P35). As one interviewee admits,

“I stopped for a while, because I had personal problems and even prob-
lems outside the family, so I decided to stay there more often, because
there are times when it is better that we protect ourselves and withdraw
a little bit.” (P25)

Local activists emphasize that their retreat is temporary, as “the good combat-
ant does not stop, he takes some time off” (P25).

103 While some SMOs are hierarchically structured and appoint official leaders, other SMOs claim
not to have any leaders. The issue merits a separate discussion in Section 5.4 and in Chapter 6.
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In general, movement participants in Altamira and Belém are character-
ized by a strong adherence to their principles and convictions (P29).104 They ap-
preciate the attempts of the local population to make demands on the Norte
Energia consortium and the government in order to have their rights recognized
(P13, P51). They take pride in the obstinacy of some communities (P16) and
their refusal to allow studies and inspections of their territory (P23).  And they
try to keep up their daily routines and economic activities (P23), even declining
job offers with Norte Energia in order to remain independent in their thought
and action (P25). Local activists and parts of the local population demonstrate
their independence, for example, at the ballot by making their vote contingent
on the political candidates' opposition to hydropower dams at the Xingu (P25).
Interviewees report that the population's susceptibility to manipulation by can-
didates has declined in recent years (P45). They take pride in having contribu-
tion to this development by raising people's awareness and by encouraging their
political participation (P45).

5.2.6 Preliminary Conclusion

The analysis  of  personal  and social  identities in  this  section has shown that
movement participants in Altamira and Belém share a number of characteristics,
including a strong sense of volunteerism and a true dedication to the cause.
Their general predisposition for participation in social movements arises from
attributes  that  are  particularly  salient  in  the personal  identities  of  these ac-
tivists, namely (1) a regional identification, (2) a religious faith and lifestyle, (3) a
sense of organic intellectualism, or (4) a sense of political resistance. Female ac-
tivists are considered to possess additional attributes and capabilities that they
bring into the struggle against Belo Monte. These include their power to create
life, their close connection to nature, and their long-term perspective.

In terms of social identities, I have pointed out the special characteristics
and lifestyles of the peoples inhabiting the Amazonian state of Pará. Their social
identities have a strong geographical and time component, in that they make
reference to the unique Amazon region and to the centuries-old history of in-
digenous and traditional peoples in the area. The analysis of social identities fur-
ther reveals discrepancies between self-perception and perception by others.

104 Interestingly, interviewees across both factions of the social movement claim to follow their
convictions; yet, the protest SMOs accuse the monitoring SMOs of having betrayed the social
movement. This is an important aspect of the fragmentation of the social movement, which
will be discussed in detail in Section 5.4.
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While interviewees from the ranks of the fishers, the riverine people, and the
native ethnic groups value their cultures and lifestyles, they perceive to be ne-
glected, depreciated, and discriminated against by the majority population and
the authorities.

The Amazonian Identity was deliberately created as a collective identity
that complements the personal and social identities of activists and bystanders,
and enables them to develop shared believes and interests with a larger collec-
tive. I propose that it is characterized by a geographical component, a strong
personal connection to the natural environment, the interdependence between
people and environment, the appreciation of diversity, and the fragility of the
living space.

The analysis of typical motives behind the collective action has shown
that movement participants in Altamira and Belém are driven by a general dis-
approval of the political and economic system, a lack of rights in Amazonia, dis-
trust  of the authorities,  and a sense of  moral  obligation to shape social life.
Their predisposition for collective action is further strengthened by the addition-
al threats they expect from the Belo Monte project. However, the conflict also
has severe repercussions on local  activists in  the form of  threat,  repression,
stigmatization, exclusion, and health problems. In order to cope with the various
challenges,  interviewees have developed a certain resilience to pressure and
emotional stress. The principle of hope, faith in God, and a responsible use of
their own physical and emotional resources help activists to keep up their ac-
tivism.

To this point, the argument I am building runs as follows: The personal,
social, and collective identities of local movement participants, their predisposi-
tion and motivation for collective action in general, and in the conflict over the
Belo Monte project in particular, interact  in  such a way that  already existing
forms of activism are intensified and directed towards the struggle against Belo
Monte. In the next section (5.3), I elaborate in detail on the social movement's
collective action fame for the purpose of explaining how local activists perceive
of the Belo Monte project and its interaction with the region, and how they de-
fine their own role and activities in the conflict. As I have argued up to now,
identity work and framing processes are central dynamics impacting upon cohe-
sion and fragmentation in the social movement. Based on the detailed analysis
of identities (in this sections) and frames (in the following), Section 5.4 will ex-
amine the internal and external factors that promote cohesion and fragmenta-
tion in the social movement. The section aims to demonstrate how the election
and coming into office of the Workers' Party altered the context conditions for
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civil society in Brazil and contributed to the fragmentation of the social move-
ment against Belo Monte.

5.3 Collective Action Frames

As discussed in Chapter 2, the framing process includes three core tasks – name-
ly (1) the identification of a problem in social life that needs alteration, (2) the
proposal of a solution to this problem, and (3) a rationale for and an appeal to
engage in collective action (Benford and Snow 2000: 615–618; Snow and Ben-
ford 1988: 199). The interviews with local activists posed questions on the com-
monly perceived problem that arises from the Belo Monte project (diagnostic
framing), and on the proffered solutions to this problem (prognostic framing),
which I classified into short-term and long-term solutions, based on the intervie-
wee's accounts.

This section starts with a detailed discussion of the Belo Monte diagnos-
tic frame, which is shared in large parts by the two factions of the social move -
ment. The diagnostic frame  alludes to the characteristics and meaning of the
Belo Monte project, the regional context conditions, the consequences of the
undertaking,  and  the  controversial  implementation  procedure.  The  regional
context, and more specifically the close connection between people and nature,
is a central aspect of the diagnostic frame. As the natural environment consti-
tutes an important point of reference for people's identities, it influences their
motives to participate in collective action. In the second part of this section, I
analyze the controversies in the collective action frame that developed in the
course  of  the Belo  Monte project.  The advancement  of  the project  brought
some activists to reassess the entire situation and to renegotiate its meaning.
This process resulted in the definition of divergent diagnostic and prognostic
frames, and in the separation of the MDTX into the Xingu Vivo Movement and
the Foundation. Subsequently, the two factions engaged in separate framing ac-
tivities and developed their own strategies and tactics for confronting the Belo
Monte  conflict.  However,  both  factions  continue  to  promote  their  common
long-term solution to the region's development problems. After discussing the
differentiated development concept proposed by local activists across SMOs, I
elaborate on their different strategies and tactics to achieving this type of devel -
opment.  The section closes  with  a preliminary  conclusion  about  the role  of
framing in the social movement. I propose that framing processes play a particu-
larly important role in the fragmentation of the movement. This discussion is re-
sumed in Section 5.4.
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5.3.1 The Belo Monte Diagnostic Frame

“What does Belo Monte really mean for the people in this region?” was the first
question I asked interviewees in Altamira and Belém. This question sought to in-
duce people to talk about the conflict from their perspective and to emphasize
those aspects that they considered important – rather than reproducing stan-
dard and desirable answers. Most interviewees referred to Belo Monte as a rep-
resentative of something larger or a symbol of a certain kind of thinking. This as-
sessment was usually connected with a critique and/or the expression of dis-
agreement. I have grouped the responses to the first interview question into the
following four categories:

1. Belo Monte is a symbol of an ideological dispute. According to this group
of  interviewees,  the  debate  goes  well  beyond  the  conflict  over  Belo
Monte (P21). The project demonstrates that there exist different views of
Amazonia, different perspectives for the region's development, as well as
different ideologies regarding the development of Brazil and its society
(P3,  P2,  P9,  P41,  P53,  P55).  These  interviewees  consider  hydropower
projects like Belo Monte as representatives of an outdated development
model (P37).

2. Belo Monte is  a symbol of  domination.  These interviewees claim that
Belo  Monte  constitutes  a  violation  of  their  (constitutional)  rights  and
poses a threat to their traditional livelihoods (P16, P19, P25, P29, P35,
P49). The critique has to be seen in light of the regional context condi-
tions of Belo Monte – for example, the exploitation of the region, the dis-
respect for traditional lifestyles, etc.

3. Belo Monte is a representative of the prevalent economic model. Accord-
ing to this group of interviewees, Belo Monte represents and promotes
the neoliberal economic policies that have been embraced by Brazilian
governments since the 1990s. They criticize this model for over-empha-
sizing economic interests and promoting development at any price, often
to the detriment of people and the environment, and without consider-
ing viable alternatives (P13, P27, P47, P51).

4. Belo Monte is  a “door opener”.  This group of interviewees claim that
Belo Monte is paving the way for further hydropower projects in Amazo-
nia. The critique of hydropower is implicit in these statements and is be-
ing explicated during the course of the interviews. The interviewees' fo-
cus is on emphasizing the need to resist the beginnings of a detrimental
development (P1, P43).
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Moreover, interviewees emphasize that Belo Monte is embedded in unique con-
text conditions that should be considered in the planning and implementation
of a large infrastructure project (P31, P39). While the majority of activists allude
to the complexity of the issue and seek to place the hydropower plant in a larger
context of meaning in their opening statements, only one interviewee summa-
rizes the symbolic meaning of Belo Monte in a single word: destruction (P23).
This view is widely shared among local activists as the further analysis of the
data shows (P1, P9, P29, P37, P53).

“The dam is destruction. A dam destroys, a dam kills. A dam pulls the
people out of their houses; it pulls the people off their lands. The dam
causes harm, because all it does is to enrich a small group to the detri-
ment of a larger group that will lose its land, its origin, its cemeteries, its
cultures, its gods; and we do not need this.” (P1)

As the classification of opening statements shows, the Belo Monte diagnostic
frame involves a variety of aspects that are interlinked with other concepts that
could broadly be described as context conditions to the Belo Monte conflict. The
hydropower plant – while a contentious project in itself – interacts with its sur -
rounding area because it affects and is likewise affected by the natural environ-
ment and the political, economic, and social dynamics of the region. Therefore,
activists interpret Belo Monte in terms of their existing beliefs and ideas. How-
ever, many statements about the meaning of Belo Monte were made in passing,
and sometimes interviewees assumed that the meaning of certain aspects was
obvious. This indicates that the connection of the Belo Monte diagnostic frame
to existing beliefs and ideas is a largely unconscious process. Throughout the in-
terviews, activists allude to a variety of issues that add up to a consistent story
about Belo Monte within its temporal and spatial context. From an analytical
point of view, their statements can be classified into four categories:

1. the characteristics and general meaning of Belo Monte,
2. the regional context of Belo Monte,
3. the consequences of Belo Monte, and
4. the controversial implementation procedure.

The content of the individual categories will be discussed in detail in the follow-
ing sections in order to reconstruct the Belo Monte diagnostic frame. Acknowl-
edgment of the meaning that activists attribute to Belo Monte is necessary for
understanding  the  central  dynamics  of  this  movement:  the  development  of
movement cohesion on the basis of collective identities and collective action
frames, and the subsequent fragmentation of the social movement caused by
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internal  and external  factors leading to a  divergence of  the collective  action
frame and an identity crises among activists.

5.3.1.1 Characteristics and General Meaning of Belo Monte

The meaning of Belo Monte is multilayered in that it draws from various debates
and alludes to a large variety of aspects. For activists who live and act in Altami-
ra, in its adjacent municipalities, and in Belém the different themes are inher-
ently connected. Therefore, interviewees speak of Belo Monte in a holistic fash-
ion  and  make  frequent  references  to  individual  aspects  and  implications  of
meaning that need to be disclosed and interpreted in the analysis. The general
meaning of Belo Monte comprises various aspects, the key issue being a critique
of  the  prevalent  development  model,  which  manifests  itself  in  Belo  Monte.
However, interviewees also allude to the historic development, characteristics,
and economic viability of the project. As these aspects are intrinsically linked,
their separation is somewhat artificial but helpful in understanding the meaning
of Belo Monte from the perspective of local activists.

The Brazilian Development Model and its Manifestation in Belo Monte

At the start of the new millennium, Brazil experienced a rapid economic devel-
opment that was paralleled by a large increase in energy consumption. Local ac-
tivists in Altamira and Belém frequently refer to this scenario when elaborating
on the meaning of a hydropower plant at the Xingu River. Given the country's
political and economic aspirations, the project assumes a symbolic meaning be-
yond the generation of electricity.

“So  whenever  we start  talking  about  Belo  Monte,  we remember that
talking about Belo Monte is not just talking about a hydropower plant
that the government wants to build in the middle of the Amazon forest.
Belo Monte is like a symbol of an entire development model that has his-
torically been implemented in this region.” (P21)

Many interviewees strongly oppose this development model given its neglect of
the human being and its ignorance of development aspects that are not directly
related to economic progress. As one interviewee said,

“it's a vision of progress that is being questioned. It is not a question of
having one river more or one river less. In the name of progress we are
ready to invest everything. The most important element is not the life of
the people. The most important element is to produce energy, no matter
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what the cost. The cultural cost, the ecological, the environmental, etc.
For me this is the major question that is at the center, in the bulge of the
Belo Monte question.” (P47)

The symbolic meaning of Belo Monte is a recurrent issue in most of the inter-
views, and it refers to a number of issues.

First of all, Belo Monte is seen as representative of the prevalent eco-
nomic model, which many activists criticize. They condemn the superior posi-
tion of economic issues and the excessive pursuit of profit (P16, P23, P27, P29,
P35, P51, P55), which frequently involves corruption (P31), the exploitation of
Brazil and other countries' resources (P13), and a particular mindset of “thinking
that they own the world” (P23). From the activists' point of view, the population
is subordinated to economic interests (P35, P49).

“The government does not think much about what we commonly mean
by progress in terms of human dignity and human rights, public health,
education,  public  safety,  transport,  housing,  and sanitation,  and other
things.” (P43).

The statement illustrates the struggle over meaning that is strong in the debate
about the region's future development. Local activists criticize the authorities
for failing to maintain an equilibrium between the economic, social,  political,
cultural, and environmental spheres of life (P3, P21, P47). They claim that the PT
government is still supporting the narrow view of development, that was preva-
lent under the military regime (P37, P43, P45, P53). Interviewees are particular-
ly  frustrated  at  the  ruthless  enforcement  of  the  government's  development
model, that  sacrifices environmental  integrity,  indigenous cultures,  and tradi-
tional  lifestyles to the generation of electricity (P47).  A recurrent (rhetorical)
question asks for the purpose and the beneficiaries of this development model.

“So the government acted in a truculent way by enforcing this project
against the society, and the society will bear the burden. And this burden
is already occurring [...]. So this is the first aspect that makes us oppose
the project, because it also aims for a development model that the gov-
ernment tries to sell through its discourse, saying that Amazonia needs
energy, needs development. But we wonder: development for what and
for whom? And of course, this question is not relevant in the economic
model of the mighty and in the invasion of the Amazon for the extraction
of its wealth, which needs electrical energy.” (P51)

Questions like “The progress is for whom?” and “This is progress?” are raised re-
peatedly by the interviewees (P1, P3,  P29, P31) and are associated with the
question as to what price the society is willing to pay for supposed development
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(P55).  The  exclusion  of  local  people  from  benefits  creates  an  “illusion  of
progress” (P16, P27) and the feeling that the government's concern for develop-
ment is not sincere (P1, P16). Interviewees claim that the authorities' attempts
to develop the region have repeatedly caused environmental destruction and
the decimation of indigenous peoples in the name of progress (P1, P29).

"The government has always given incentives for destruction and contin-
ues giving them. Hence, you have a discourse of sustainable development
but in reality you have a practice of environmental and cultural degrada-
tion in this region." (P37)

Interviewees question the intentions of the authorities because they do not be-
lieve in the alleged necessity of hydropower plants in Amazonia (P51). The de-
mand of the local population could be accommodated if already existing plants
like Tucuruí Dam were repowered and properly maintained (P51, P55). Hence,
interviewees conclude that the construction of a hydropower plant at the Xingu
River serves other purposes, such as the exploitation of mineral resources in the
riverbed (P13, P29, P51). Moreover, local activists expect that the implementa-
tion of Belo Monte will gain symbolic meaning and pave the way for additional
dams along the Xingu River and other hydropower projects throughout Brazil
(P1, P43, P47, P51). The social movement's purpose is to resist the beginnings of
this development. From their point of view, the collective action against Belo
Monte symbolizes the defense of rivers, peoples, and life in general (P31). By
contrast, the successful realization of the project would represent the “fall of re-
sistance to the construction of dams” (P1).

Besides questioning the real intentions behind the Belo Monte project,
local activists denounce the manner in which the authorities seeks to address
the problems of  the region.  While  one local  activist  criticizes  the mitigation
projects as an attempt to “quench the centenary hunger with popcorn” (P13),
another interviewee complains about dams being presented as the only path to
development (P29).  Consequently, local activists frequently propose the elabo-
ration of alternative sources of electricity (P1, P3) and the improvement of exist-
ing facilities (P13, P55).

“And a country that has a coastline like ours, that has sun like ours all
year, that has biomass and everything, and that still complies with the
construction of dams is a country that is bound to be left far behind, con-
sidering that other countries such as European countries, or Germany in-
deed, now produce more solar and wind power than Brazil – that is a
shame.” (P1)
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Interviewees assume that the federal government promotes hydroelectricity in
an attempt to privilege multinational corporations that benefit from large infra-
structure projects (P23, P23).105 Their reference to “so-called development” (P9,
P9) emphasizes their discontent about the discourse.

To sum up, local activists consider the Belo Monte Dam a typical project
within the Brazilian development model that mirrors the government's narrow
understanding of development as economic progress, its excessive pursuit  of
profit, and its neglect of social, political, cultural, and environmental aspects.

Development, Attributes, and Assessment of Belo Monte

Besides this general critique of Brazil's development path and the authorities'
intentions behind the Belo Monte project, some interviewees offer a technical
and economic assessment of the venture, which is intimately connected with its
historical development. As outlined in Chapter  4, the original plans for the ex-
ploitation of the Xingu River's hydroelectric potential date back to the 1970s.
Originally, the project was designed by the military government in line with its
strategy  to  foster  economic  growth  through  increased  industrial  production,
which required a growing energy supply (P9, P55). After the World Bank with-
drew its financial support in 1989 the dam project was put off until major black-
outs in July 2001 and September 2002 caused a sense of crisis in the Brazilian
population and forced the federal  government  to take action (P3,  P55).  The
newly elected president, Lula, ordered the revision of the plans at the beginning
of his first mandate (P21, P37, P39).

From the movement's point of view, the “supposedly left-wing” Workers'
Party took a decisive step by “taking the project out of the drawer” (P55).106 The
technical modifications that are reflected in the change of name from Kararaô
Dam to Belo Monte Dam figure prominently in the diagnostic frame. While the
supporters of Belo Monte claim that significant adjustments were made in order
to reduce the social and environmental impact of the project (P19, P37), oppo-
nents of Belo Monte reflect critically upon the preconditions and consequences
of these modifications (P19, P29). Their arguments are based on the mandatory
Environmental Impact Assessment (P37) and additional scholarly research (P45).
Based on experiences, interviewees warn against repeating mistakes of the past

105 The discussion of the project's beneficiaries is resumed further below.
106 As will be discussed in detail in Section 5.4, the implementation of the hydropower project at

the Xingu River significantly altered the relationship between the Workers' Party and civil soci-
ety, especially in Altamira.
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(P23, P43) and claim that any hydropower project in the Xingu River basin is un-
feasible in social, environmental, and economic terms.

“All the recommendations of these scholars who carried out the environ-
mental impact studies – or almost all their recommendations – remained
on paper, they were not adopted. Because many of them said: 'Look, it is
not feasible to do the construction.' If you read the full environmental im-
pact study - it is a thing of over 20 000 pages – first, it is a mess; second,
most people who read it conclude that it is not viable, neither environ-
mentally nor socially, and to a much lesser extent economically.” (P37)

Therefore,  the  most  prominent  argument  of  local  activists  in  Altamira  and
Belém refers to the technical deficits of Belo Monte, which render the project
economically unviable (P19,  P29,  P45).  The economic unfeasibility of  the hy-
dropower plant is a particularly controversial issue, as it is financed to a large ex-
tent with public resources provided by the Brazilian National Bank for Economic
and Social Development (Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e So-
cial,  BNDES) (P1, P9).  Referencing scholarly research, interviewees argue that
due to seasonal variation in the water level the flow of water will not be suffi-
cient to exploit the full potential of the electric power generating station (11 000
MW) during most of the year (P43). Expecting the power plant to be idle for six
months and under-utilized for another three months of the year, they claim that
Belo Monte will neither guarantee self-sufficiency nor stability in the country's
energy production (P1). Hence, local activists suppose that the authorities are
covertly planning to build additional  dams along the Xingu River in  order to
channel more water to the power house (P1, P43). The official denial of such
plans and irregularities in the procedure add to the local people's suspicion that
the responsible authorities and involved enterprises are deceiving the popula-
tion (P9, P19).

Summing up, participants in the social movement against Belo Monte are
highly skeptical of the modifications in the projected hydropower plant at the
Xingu River. First, they oppose the exploitation of the river's hydroelectric po-
tential in general. Second, they are not convinced that the technical modifica-
tions will substantially reduce the negative consequences of the project. By con-
trast, they consider the revision an illusion that is supposed to conceal the pro-
ject's detrimental effects and the authorities' true intentions (P29). Based on
these arguments, interviewees conclude that hydropower plants are an outdat-
ed technology that should be replaced by more efficient alternatives (P31).
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5.3.1.2 Regional Dynamics and their Interaction with Belo Monte

Amazonia is characterized by an extensive and diverse territory with abundant
natural resources, a rich biodiversity, and a variety of ethnicities and cultures.
Being home to  quilombolas, riverine people, indigenous communities, hunter
gatherers, and other forest peoples, the region is perceived to be multifaceted,
indeed to be “various Amazonias” at once (P55).  Some local people also call it
“Planet  Amazonia” (P16).  However,  the views of  Amazonia held  by the local
population, the authorities, and the Brazilian majority society are diverse, even
antagonistic, and therefore a source of continuous conflict.

In order to assess the influence of the local context on the implementa-
tion of the Belo Monte Dam and on the mobilization of the population for col -
lective action, one needs to understand the social and economic structures that
developed when Amazonia  was  colonized.  The historical  background,  that  is
summarized and explained in this chapter, constitutes an important part of the
Belo Monte diagnostic frame.

Settlement and Development in the Volta Grande

According to local activists, settlement and development along the Trans-Ama-
zon Highway and the Xingu River basin have always occurred in cycles, starting
with the Portuguese colonization since the year 1500 (P1, P29) and continuing
with the periodic creation of settlements throughout the centuries (P55). Many
people came to the Xingu in search of a livelihood (P13). Others were deliber-
ately settled there by the authorities in an attempt to integrate the region into
the Brazilian nation state (P21, P55). Interviewees believe that the constant in-
flow of people from all over Brazil contributed to the development of a unique
social structure (P41). Over time, the settlers developed a subsistence economy
based on family agriculture (P41). However, many of them never obtained own-
ership of the land they occupied, and the settlements were not consolidated
through consistent regional planning (P39). With the Belo Monte project, these
formal issues become relevant to affected settlers, as a lack of ownership calls
into question their eligibility for compensation (P13).

Interviewees explain that the cyclical pattern of settlement has been ac-
companied by periodic surges in government attention and attempts to pro-
mote the economic development and integration of the region. Yet, the atti-
tudes and strategies of the various administrations in implementing socioeco-
nomic policies in the region indicate a persistent power asymmetry between the
developed South and the underdeveloped North and Northeast of Brazil.
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“Because all our life, we were educated to serve, to obey. It was like this
during the cycle of the chestnut, it was like this during the cycle when
they gathered animal skins, it was like this during the rubber boom, the
lumber boom, and now with the cycle of Belo Monte; the people come
from outside and impose their  wills  upon our  wills,  they impose their
truths upon our truths, and we feel helpless because we are – as we say
ourselves – we are the weakest part.” (P25; also see P1 and P27).

According to local activists, the authorities' strategy is linked with a conception
of the natural environment that completely contradicts the local population's
perception. This conflict over meaning is at the core of the Belo Monte conflict.
Many people in the rural surroundings of Altamira – be they fishers, indigenous
or riverine people – live off the natural resources provided by the land (P23) and
the river. The Xingu River is home (“our house”) to many people (P27) as more
than 20 indigenous peoples and innumerous riverine communities are said to
live in its basin (P35). Its waters are perceived as a public good (P16), and used
for bathing, washing, cooking, drinking, fishing (P23), and transport (P29). Due
to its perceived cultural value, its beauty (P35) and mystical meaning (P45), in-
terviewees frequently describe the Xingu River as a natural heritage (P35). They
also value the particular dynamic of the river, the way it disperses, and the bio-
diversity it sustains (P49, P55). By contrast, the authorities' conceptualization of
the river is said to be based exclusively on economic considerations. Local ac-
tivists criticize the state and the construction industry for assigning the river an
“exchange value” and a “market price” (P3). Organizations like the Movement of
Dam Affected People ceaselessly insist that water is not a commodity (P49). Lo-
cal activists claim that an extensive damming of the Amazon rivers would consti-
tute a de facto privatization, ending liberty and the right of people to their an-
cestral land (P31).

The conflict over the meaning of land and water is but one example of
the  contradictory  conceptualizations  of  natural  resources  and  the  different
views of development that are prevalent in Amazonia. Consequently, intervie-
wees consider the implementation of a hydropower project at the Xingu River
as a major affront, especially to the indigenous peoples of the region.

“For some peoples the Xingu River is where God lives. Therefore, building
a dam at the Xingu River would be the same as building a nuclear power
plant in the Vatican. Do you know? The meaning for Catholics would be
the same. It is a major offense, it is very serious because you are directly
affecting an entire history, an entire culture, an entire tradition, an entire
array of signs and meanings that the river has. It is not the river, for the
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sake of the river. It is the river for the meaning that is carries for these
peoples.” (P1)

The construction of a hydropower plant at the Xingu River does not only impact
upon the socioeconomic conditions of life but also upon the cultural integrity of
indigenous peoples (P55).

“The Xingu River is our home, there is a very spiritual connection. In cul-
tural terms, for us [name of tribe] the sky is under the water. Therefore,
all our spirits go under the water. It is all this strength; this historical is -
sue. This is everything. It is culture itself. It is our culture. It is our life that
is in the Xingu River. If the Xingu River ends, it means the end of all our
strength; as it is ending.” (P29)

The persistent pressure on indigenous territories creates a particular threat to
their cultures and their survival as distinct ethnic groups. Beyond the conflict
over different conceptualizations of natural resources like land and water, the
authorities' ignorance of indigenous identities, cultures, and knowledge, and its
antiquated view of native ethnic groups being subject to the state's  tutelage
strain the relationship between the state and the native populations of Brazil.

In general terms, the lack of public policies towards the region has result-
ed in serious underdevelopment and a number of problems that are aggravated
in the process of the Belo Monte project. One of the region's most pressing con-
cerns, which is highly relevant with regard to Belo Monte, is the question of land
rights (P53). The settlement of the region was generally not accompanied by
land use regulations and socioeconomic policies. The following quote illustrates
the consequences of this governmental neglect.

“Here in Amazonia we customarily say: [...] There is not a hand's width of
land in Amazonia that is not disputed by the most diverse actors. Be they
possessors, land grabbers, be it a company engaged in land speculation,
or someone else. So, if you build a hydropower plant it means that you
take  away  a  good  part  of  the  territory  of  someone  else  –  always.
Whether this territory is legal or not, whether it is lawful or not, that is
another question.” (P55)

Local activists criticize that the responsible authorities have never offered solu-
tions for the conflict over land and property rights, and they do not consider the
implications of the already existing disputes for the Belo Monte project. Inter-
viewees complain that 40 years after the latest wave of colonization, 50% of the
settlers in the region have not yet received a title to their land, and the authori -
ties have not been able to implement an adequate land use planning scheme for
the region (P39). Given that in this region “everything is already based on land”
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(P23), participants in the social movement against Belo Monte question how the
authorities want to compensate and relocate the people who are now affected
by the construction of the Belo Monte Dam.

Socioeconomic Characteristics of the Region

Another persistent problem in the Xingu River region is the small number of em-
ployment opportunities. In Altamira, only the retail trade and a limited number
of private institutions offer regular jobs (P31). In the municipality of Sousel, the
public administration is the only regular employer next to some clandestine log-
ging companies (P25). Local activists claim that insufficient public investments
result  in  a lack of  employment  opportunities,  thus forcing people to sustain
their livelihoods through subsistence agriculture and fishery. From their point of
view, the federal government thinks of Amazonia as a region without develop-
ment perspectives (P55) and subordinates regional development to national in-
terests (P1, P3, P35, P55). The persistent exploitation of the natural resources,
which was particularly strong during colonial times and during the military era
(P21, P55), contributes to the socioeconomic deprivation of the region and ham-
pers its development despite its wealth in biodiversity (P45). Interviewees be-
lieve that a different development of the region would have been possible, if the
state had invested in the region's trade capacities (P39) and a specific education
tailored to the agricultural lifestyle of the settlers (P41) at an early stage of the
frontier development. Yet, the lack of public support for sustainable economic
activities in the region creates incentives for the continuation of unsustainable
practices (P37).

"If you don't […] [invest, I.P.], it continues the way it has always been, and
the way it has always been, has been a degrading way. The way people
know how to survive here is by destroying. So, I am not blaming, saying,
'Oh, these farmers!' – blaming the loggers, the farmers. Quite the oppo-
site. They always had an incentive to do this. If they had an incentive to
preserve the forest, they would be preserving. The people who are here,
who live here, who survive of the things that are here, often pursue what
is possible." (P37)

Interviewees emphasize that social and environmental questions are inherently
linked (P37) as people, suffering from insufficient investments and public poli-
cies, exploit nature to make a living. Among the most pressing socioeconomic
problems are the poor public infrastructure – including water, wastewater, and
electrical power supply – and inadequate public services in the areas of health
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and education (P41). Many households are not connected to the national grid
and can only make limited use of home appliances and communications tech-
nology by using diesel generators. Yet, local people are not only frustrated about
the insufficient infrastructure. They are particularly upset that these deficits are
used to portray the population as underdeveloped and backwardly (P1) and to
justify economic activities that will supposedly foster the region's development
(P1).

Among the many deficits  in  the provision of public goods,  the lack of
public safety, the persistent violence, the infringement of human and civil rights,
and the impunity of these crimes are frequently mentioned as influential con-
text conditions (P9, P21). While these grievances initiated the emergence of an
active civil society in Altamira (cf. Section 5.1), they constrain social movement
activities  and discourage participation.  The Catholic  Church  denounces these
deficits on a regular basis. With reference to a meeting with the Secretary for
Human Rights, an interviewee reports,

“there we pointed out to her many things that we see here in Amazonia,
especially the violation of human rights in the realm of the sexual ex-
ploitation  of  children  and  adolescents,  the  trafficking  of  persons  and
drugs, the trafficking of arms, the slave labor. We pointed out the viola-
tion of human rights. And there is also the death threats towards human
rights defenders.” (P16)

The struggle for a differentiated development and against the exploitation of
Amazonia has claimed the lives of many activists in the region (cf. Section 5.2).
Therefore, violence and insufficient law enforcement constitute important con-
text conditions for the Belo Monte project and the collective action against it.

To sum up, the historical  background of  settlement  and development
along the Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu River has important implica-
tions for current events. The authorities' failure to implement a consistent land
use planning scheme and social policies with the arrival of settlers in the 1960s
and 1970s, the lack of employment opportunities, the insufficient investments
in infrastructure, and the lack of public safety are key indicators of the region's
underdevelopment. They explain the authorities' interest in implementing the
Belo Monte project, the local population's aversion to the project, and the con-
ditions under which collective action in Pará takes place.
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5.3.1.3 Consequences of Belo Monte

Local activists in Altamira and Belém are well informed about the effects of Belo
Monte. They expect impacts on all aspect of people's lives (P9, P39, P43) and
threats to future generations (P31). Hence, their assessment of costs and bene-
fits constitutes an important part of the Belo Monte diagnostic frame.

The consequences of a hydropower plant at the Xingu River have been
evaluated in a number of studies, including the mandatory EIA and independent
research by distinguished scholars  (cf. Fearnside 2006; Filho 2005; Hernández
and Magalhães 2011; Sousa Júnior et al. 2006, among others). Interviewees fre-
quently refer to these works in an attempt to substantiate their personal obser-
vations with scientific facts.  Nonetheless,  the local population faces many un-
certainties (P55). The  authorities and Norte Energia are criticized for failing to
identify  potential  problems and  to  provide  definite  answers  to  the  people's
questions (P25, P29, P31). Local activists believe that the authorities are acting
irresponsibly  towards the people and the environment by launching an irre-
versible project with significant consequences and high uncertainty.

“The result, as I was saying, is unpredictable, and even worse, it is irre-
versible because, once it is concluded, we cannot say: 'We ended in fail-
ure, we made a mistake, let's fix it.' In this case there is no repair. This is
lost.” (P43)

This section outlines the environmental and socioeconomic consequences that
are discussed in the realm of the diagnostic frame as well as the distribution of
advantages and disadvantages of the project.

Environmental consequences

According to local  activists,  the detriments of  the Belo Monte Dam are om-
nipresent and affect people in all areas of life. The environmental damages in-
clude an array of aspects, as the following statement illustrates.

“The society of Amazonians – several entities organized here – is against
this project because it will destroy the environment and the large reserve
of natural  resources, of biodiversity, fish,  animals and the forest. And,
above all, it will impact the course of the waters in the Volta Grande of
the Xingu River.” (P51)

While the Belo Monte Dam is perceived as a symbol of environmental destruc-
tion in general terms (P1, P3, P23), local activists place particular emphasis on
the remarkable biodiversity of Amazonia. They lament that hitherto unexplored
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species will be lost past recovery (P1, P9, P23) and that society will be deprived
of valuable natural resources (P9). The extensive logging and clearing of forest
vegetation is expected to increase the risk of erosion and landslide (P23, P27,
P37). Local people are also concerned about the pollution of the river water (P9,
P23), and the decline of the water level, which will have adverse effects on the
river's biodiversity and on the traditional populations who live off the river. They
fear the extinction of various fish species and aquatic animals (P3, P23, P47,
P49) that account for a substantial share of the indigenous and riverine peoples'
diet (P25, P43).

“If you block off the river, you dry-up the Volta Grande. The indigenous
people living here receive 80% of their protein from fish. If you dry-up the
Volta Grande there will be no fish left. Where are these people going to
eat? Where can they go? They will have to be removed.” (P55)

As the Xingu River is linked to a large network of rivers and streams forming the
Amazon basin, local activists are concerned that the Belo Monte Dam will modi-
fy the course and water levels downstream and in the igarapés. This would have
a significant impact on the environmental and cultural dynamics of fishers, in-
digenous, and riverine peoples (P39, P53). Scientists and local activists expect
that the diversion of the river will alter the hydrology in the Xingu River basin,
which could lead to changes in the weather and the global climate (P13). More-
over, the decay of organic material in the river and the reservoir is expected to
produce methane, a potent greenhouse gas found to promote climate change
(P9, P43, P53).107 Interviewees are concerned about health hazards arising from
the emission of gases (P31), the proliferation of dengue and malaria (P43), and
the silting of wells and leakage of sewage pits (P13).

Many local activists caution that the “messing around” with nature in-
volves unpredictable risks for the region and the entire planet (P9, P19, P21).
Some interviewees believe that God and nature will take revenge by repelling
the human actors at some point in time (P23).

“She [nature, I.P.] responds in her own way, but she responds. Time may
pass,  she  will  come and she will  come with all  her force.  And man is
wanting to be more than God, pulling the river from here and putting it
there, and nature will respond. I fear- I believe it is like this, I want her to

107 Interviewees frequently refer to Philip Fearnside, research professor in the Department of
Ecology at the National Institute for Research in the Amazon (Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas
da Amazônia, INPA) in Manaus, Brazil, who has published extensively on the social and envi-
ronmental  consequences  of  infrastructure  projects  including  hydropower  plants  in  the
Amazon region (see, for example, Fearnside 1999, 2006, 2008, 2012).
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respond. If only she responded directly, immediately, because we want it
fast.” (P27)

While the environmental consequences remain unpredictable, the reaction of
God and nature is considered a chance to draw public attention to the destruc-
tion caused by mankind. As discussed in Section 5.2, religious faith and a strong
bond to nature are important sources of hope, and they motivate local activists
to participate in the collective action (P23, P31).

Socioeconomic consequences

The social consequences of Belo Monte refer primarily to the alteration of cus-
tomary structures and dynamics within families and the local society at large.
Many interviewees complain about the increasing chaos in the city of Altamira
(P9, P16, P37, P49), which refers to insufficient health care, education, housing,
sanitation, safety and transportation (P45). Immigration is perceived as a major
strain (P9, P23, P27, P35, P53), as it creates a number of psychological and ma-
terial prejudices for the local population. Some interviewees are afraid of for-
eign  infiltration  (P23),  others  perceive  a  growing  competition  for  resources
(P37). They claim that prices for real estate and rented property have risen due
to increased demand, gentrification, and speculation (P23, P25, P27, P41); so
have food prices (P23) and living expenses in general (P51). The public infra-
structure is judged to be insufficient to accommodate the demands of the local
population and the increasing numbers of immigrants (P16, P55). Especially the
public facilities for education and health services, which were already insuffi -
cient before the start of the Belo Monte project, are now completely overloaded
(P23, P27, P37), as are the road network and the public transport system (P27,
P35, P51). Local activists also name the rapid population growth as a reason for
the increased number of crimes (P13), the sexual exploitation of children and
adolescents (P1, P9, P27), and the proliferation of violence, drugs, and prostitu-
tion (P9, P23, P27, P53).

Another important  aspect  is  the damage to societal  and family struc-
tures. From past experiences and current observations, local activists know that
when affected people are forced off their land, families and neighborhood struc-
tures tend to break apart, which causes emotional stress and sorrow (P16). One
interviewee living on the banks of the Xingu River describes their personal situa-
tion at length.

“This is going to change my life. The change at home will arise from the
separation inside our family, because we have different goals. I plan to



168 5 From Cohesion to Fragmentation: The Social Movement against Belo Monte

continue working. As my work is in the municipal area, I  have to stay
within the municipality. My brother wants to buy land property, so we
will separate because I will not live with them. My father still does not
know what he will do, because we are five siblings and he says there will
be nothing left. He is 65 years old already, so he now intends to split up
between us. According to him, he will live in the house of one child for a
few months, and then in the house of another child, and he will move
back and forth. What will this be like? This is already an inconvenience.
Because as long as he has his house, he has his things, and there is no
need to move from one side to the other; because he does not have a
wife anymore, he is a widower. So this will cause inconvenience. Yet, I will
be concerned about where he will live, because I am the one who cares
for him. He does not want to live with me permanently, because he has
this issue, 'If I stay with one, the others will be jealous' – they will be dis -
appointed thinking that he does not want to stay with them anymore. So
he will feel divided as well. And this is where the psychological, emotional
conflict starts. For us- I have been suffering from this since the registra-
tion and I keep trying to organize my life and organize their lives. How
are we going to keep our family together? Because we are very close as a
family.” (P23)

The expulsion of people from their land is considered one of the severest conse-
quences of large infrastructure projects, especially for elderly people who have
developed strong emotional ties to the land that they have been cultivating for
decades (P23, P27, P29, P31, P39, P51, P55). Several interviewees confirm that
the disappropriation and expulsion of people from their territories create uncer-
tainty (P25, P27, P37, P55) and “a feeling of impotence” (P25).

In addition, Belo Monte is perceived as a threat to the livelihoods of di-
verse social groups who stand to lose both their source of income and their dis-
tinct identity. Many social groups define themselves, and are defined by others,
based on their economic activities and their lifestyles, which represent impor-
tant elements of their culture and social identity (cf. Section 5.2). Hence, impair-
ments of a certain way of living and earning a livelihood are perceived as threats
to the cultural dynamics of the region's traditional populations (P31, P53). Many
interviewees emphasize the fate of the indigenous and express concern about
the possible destruction of their cultures.

“We have to make a distinction: there is a physical death and there is a
cultural death. And here at the Xingu River, because of Belo Monte, both
of them may occur. The cultural death, because it wrests from them the
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chance to survive in a given space, which is very meaningful for them be-
cause it is the ground of their myths, their rites, it is where they buried
their  ancestors.  If  you wrest  this  from the indigenous people,  you cut
their  umbilical  cord with the earth.  We need to understand that  they
have another relationship with the earth, different from ours.” (P45)

Given the indigenous peoples' strong ties to their ancestral land and their de-
pendence on an intact nature for survival, some interviewees consider the im-
plementation of Belo Monte as genocide against the indigenous (P9). Activists
lament that many indigenous people have come into contact with alcohol, pros-
titution, nontraditional foodstuff and pharmaceuticals (P29, P35, P39), and ar-
gue that their increased encounters with people of other ethnicities promote
conflict (P39). Another major problem that is said to result from recent develop-
ments is the growing alienation of indigenous children and adolescents from
their communities and cultures. As young indigenous people get in contact with
the white majority society, they lose interest in ancient traditions and religious
rituals.

“For you to understand the soul and the heart of the elderly: What is
happening is the apocalypse. They simply do not understand anymore.
Automatically, the young people do no longer relate to the elderly as they
did before [...]  The youth no longer have these ideals  of  their  distinct
organization.” (P43)

Local activists fear that the intergenerational conflict in the indigenous commu-
nities is fueled by the conflicts associated with the Belo Monte project in gener-
al, and by the authorities and Norte Energia's course of action in dealing with
the indigenous communities in particular (cf. Section 5.4).

Distribution of Advantages and Disadvantages

The assessment of the project's advantages and disadvantages is  intrinsically
connected to questions about which individuals and groups are affected by the
construction works and the finished hydropower plant. This is a particularly rele-
vant and at the same time controversial issue between the supporters and op-
ponents of the project.

Interviewees report that from the authorities' point of view, only the in-
undation of indigenous territories justifies resettlement programs and financial
compensation. Hence, an important aspect in the modification of the original
Kararaô project was the reduction of the inundated area for the purpose of re-
ducing the impact on indigenous territories. Communities – regardless of eth-
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nicity – that are effectively cut off from the water through the diversion of the
river are not officially recognized as being affected by the hydropower plant
(P43, P55). From the social movement's point of view, this narrow understand-
ing of the project's social, economic, and environmental impacts does not ac-
knowledge the lifestyle, interests, and demands of the rural population. They of-
fer an alternative definition that includes various social groups and a variety of
direct and indirect impacts within and beyond the region (P43, P51). Local ac-
tivists argue that the townspeople are indirectly affected for the reasons dis-
cussed above, and that the detrimental consequences of Belo Monte will take
effect over long distances because of the socio-environmental interdependency
(P51; also see P1). Particularly severe impacts are expected on indigenous com-
munities  who stand to  loose their  ancestral  lands (P47,  P51).  The following
statement illustrates that the state and the local population have very different
perceptions of the project's impacts.

“For the government, the affected region is not the region that will suffer
the consequences of the dam, that will dry up. Only those regions that
will  be inundated are considered to be affected. However,  the regions
that will be affected include those regions that will dry up, because there
will be too little water, there will be too little fish, there will be no more
living spaces for the animals, and especially, especially for the indigenous
peoples; so the evaluation of the government is quite different from [our]
evaluation of how much the indigenous peoples will suffer.” (P47)

While local activists claim that changes in the course of the river and the water
level will affect people in the distributary rivers and streams of the Xingu River
(P39, P47), the Norte Energia consortium refuses to compensate the people liv-
ing downstream of the hydropower plant (P47, P49).

Despite the negative consequences – some of which were identified in
the EIA and addressed in the conditions issued with the preliminary license in
2010 – the federal government and the Norte Energia consortium maintain that
the  positive  development  effects  predominate.  Interviewees,  however,  chal-
lenge this rhetoric. Despite temporary benefits like increased tax revenues in
the port of Vitória do Xingu (P47), they have made the experience that the au-
thorities and the enterprises involved do generally not fulfill their obligations in
large infrastructure projects (P35). Hence, they expect that the Belo Monte Dam
will not create a sustainable local development (P1, P3, P16). With respect to
power supply, they expect that the electricity produced in Belo Monte will not
be allocated to the local population, but to the commercial and industrial cen-
ters in the South of Brazil and to foreign countries (P1, P16, P21, P23, P27, P47,
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P49, P53, P55). Regarding the alleged benefit of employment opportunities, lo -
cal activists criticize the low wages (P41), long working hours, and restrictive va-
cation regulations (P47). They consider the job creation to be shallow, as dam
projects tend to create financially precarious, physically dangerous, and slave-
like working conditions, rather than sustainable employment in respectable and
dignified jobs (P9, P53). Alluding to the center-periphery divide identified above,
local activists claim that the local population is considered a cheap labor force,
while  high-skilled  employees  like  engineers  and  entrepreneurs  are  recruited
outside the region (P16).

“So, we do not have a development policy containing projects that for-
malize work, that provide a retirement scheme, because this issue of em-
ployment in hydropower is a temporary issue. It is temporary. Many peo-
ple are employed only while the construction is  underway;  afterwards
they are dismissed. Hence, this policy is a policy of death.” (P31; also see
P41 and P53).

Given that local activists do not expect sustainable local benefits, who are the
beneficiaries of the Belo Monte project? While most interviewees remain vague
in naming the individuals and enterprises gaining from the project, some inter-
viewees single out large industrial enterprises (P21, P23) and energy intensive
mining companies that benefit from cheap electricity (P1, P13, P51, P55). More-
over, a number of international enterprises providing the necessary equipment
and material for the construction of the hydropower projects are named as ben-
eficiaries of the construction (P9, P13, P31, P55). In more general terms, local
activists allude to “a group that has political and economic interests and that is
even financed by the government” (P1). They call it an open secret that Lula en-
tered into an agreement with “strong economic sectors”, as the following state-
ment illustrates.

“What we perceive is that there was a kind of agreement between a gov-
ernment that called itself left and progressive – namely the Lula govern-
ment  –  with  highly  conservative  sectors  of  Brazilian  politics  and very
strong economic  sectors,  which are  the  big donors  for  [electoral,  I.P.]
campaigns. […] It is a very clear fact that when you take the accountabili -
ty reports of Dilma and Lula's campaigns, those who donated most for
their elections were the enterprises that are constructing the dams.” (P1)

While this perception is widely shared among interviewees (P9, P21, P27, P51,
P53), some claim that the decision to build Belo Monte was really taken by the
construction industry (P49), which forced the federal government into granting
licenses and concessions to the enterprises (P27, P51).
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Summing up, interviewees complain that the positive effects of the Belo
Monte project are privatized to the benefit of a small group, while the negative
effects are socialized to the detriment of the large majority (P1). They further
claim that the federal government ignores scientific research and acts to the
detriment of the people and the environment for the purpose of promoting the
interests of the economy (P31, P51). The Belo Monte diagnostic frame deliber-
ately addresses the project's advantages and disadvantages as well as questions
about who is affected and who stands to benefit from the construction works
and the finished hydropower plant. The project's symbolic meaning and implica-
tions are used to raise the awareness of seemingly unaffected people and to
forge alliances with organizations throughout Amazonia (P1). By reaching out to
the population and appealing to their believes the social movement broadens
the basis of potential activists.108

5.3.1.4 Controversial Implementation of Belo Monte

Another important aspect of the Belo Monte diagnostic frame is the course of
action  followed  by  the  authorities  and  Norte  Energia  in  implementing  the
project. Local activists claim that “the government is conducting a crime against
the entire population” (P9) and against the environment (P29). Some intervie-
wees go so far as to call the political system a “civilian dictatorship” (P45). The
most frequently mentioned points of criticism include,

1. the attitude and behavior of the authorities and Norte Energia towards
the social movement and the local population;

2. the  federal  government's  interpretation  of  national  and  international
laws and the perceived pressure on the judiciary; and

3. Norte Energia's course of action regarding the fulfillment of the condi-
tions stipulated in the preliminary license, the compensation of dam af-
fected people, and the implementation of additional mitigation projects
in the realm of the PDRS Xingu (that is, the Regional Sustainable Develop-
ment Plan) and the PBA (that is, the Basic Environmental Plan).

Interestingly, the opinions of local activists regarding the conditions and the mit-
igation measures diverge. As will be shown below, their different evaluations of
these  instruments  resulted  in  the development  of  different  collective  action
frames  and  the  fragmentation  of  the  social  movement  against  Belo  Monte.

108 The mechanisms by which people align their goals and activities with the preferences of the
social movement are discussed in Section 5.4.
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Therefore, the different understandings of these matters will be discussed in de-
tail further below.

Attitude and Behavior Towards Social Movement and Population

According  to  interviewees,  the attitude  and behavior  of  the authorities  and
Norte Energia towards the population are characterized by ignorance and disre-
spect. The Belo Monte Dam is said to be “pushed down the throat, without lis-
tening to the populations that should be heard” (P19). Local activists are frus-
trated about the authorities' lack of responsiveness as well as their failure to in-
clude  the  general  public  in  the  planning  process  and  conduct  effective
consultations with the indigenous. Although many obligations rest with the con-
sortium of operating companies, local activists generally address their claims to
the federal government, arguing that  it  is  ignoring their questions, concerns,
and opinions (P13, P16, P29, P43). The hydropower plant itself is perceived as a
foreign object that generates many problems due to a lack of fit with its area of
location (P55).

“This is what is important, because here inside [Amazonia, I.P.] we are
not being heard by the federal government. The government is making
decisions alone and it is not taking into consideration anything that is be-
ing said here.” (P1)

The statement emphasizes the geographical and ideological divide between the
center and the periphery of Brazil. Local activists criticize that the project was
developed and decisions were made far away in Brasília without considering the
demands and interests (P27) as well as the living conditions of the native popu-
lations who depend on the river for their survival (P19, P27, P51). Politicians and
the  Brazilian  majority  society  are  criticized  for  ignoring  the  natives'  specific
knowledge of the regional environment and climate (P13, P27), and for failing to
inform themselves comprehensively about the region and its inhabitants (P45).

“There is no clear perception of the people, of these entities, of valuing
the culture of the population, of valuing the natives, of hearing the peo-
ple, of asking for participation. All this is denied.” (P16)

Interviewees acknowledge that  the authorities  and Norte  Energia  conducted
meetings with the local population in some places. Yet, they criticize that only
few meetings took place in the remote villages with few participants (P45), and
that attendants were allowed to ask questions but did not have the right to a re-
sponse (P25). One interviewee recounts an information meeting about the man-
agement of conservation areas,
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“where the Municipal Secretary for the Environment came and imposed
his idea, and the people signed the minutes of the meeting because this
is the habit of the population” (P25).

Local activists claim that the authorities merely seek to fulfill the formalities of
the licensing process rather than engaging in a dialogue with the population
(P49, P55). The federal government rejects all criticism.

“There  is  no discussion.  Dilma refuses any discussion.  You do not  get
there. If you have an agenda to discuss with the government- If in this
agenda Belo Monte is one issue among others they immediately dismiss
the Belo Monte issue because it  is  not  up for discussion. That is  very
clear.” (P43)

According to interviewees, the authorities have developed a discourse strategy
that  promotes  the  Belo  Monte  project  and  repudiates  the  collective  action
against it. The information provided by the authorities is said to be incomplete,
inconsistent and/or misleading. The authorities are criticized for making false
promises (P27, P49, P49), omitting information (P19, P21, P23), and lying delib-
erately about the costs, benefits, and circumstances of the construction (P23,
P29, P43, P47).

Another strand of the public discourse is to ridicule and criminalize the
social movement, to blame its members as opponents of progress (P43), and to
threaten activists with repression and persecution. The following statement il-
lustrates the strained relationship between the state and the social movement.

“Many will fight the government, it will be a cold war, but who will lose is
the one who opposes the government, because the government does not
want to back off. The government talks like this: ‘I am the government.
And it goes as follows: You have to accept, because if you do not accept,
we will send the police, we will send lawyers, we will criminalize you'.”
(P31)

As a consequence, interviewees classify the struggle as an “unequal” encounter
(P1, P29) between “a Goliath and a David” (P31). They compare the authorities'
hostile attitude towards the social movement with the practices of the military
government, which originally developed the project (P1, P9, P37). The repeated
attempts of both military and civil governments to enforce the construction of a
hydropower plant at the Xingu River are perceived as authoritarian (P9, P45). In-
terestingly, local activists believe that it is impossible to implement such a large
infrastructure project in a democratic way, given the plant's significant impact
on the region (P1, P21).
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Legal Irregularities

In line with their criticism of the authoritarian course of action, local activists
regularly denounce legal irregularities occurring in the implementation of the
Belo Monte project. At the time of the field research, 13 public civil actions of
the Federal Public Ministry were pending in the Brazilian federal legal system for
several years without final judgment (P55).109 Interviewees suggest that the au-
thorities  take  advantage  of  deferments  in  the  court  proceedings  and  press
ahead with the project while judicial review is still pending (P9, P41, P43). The
objective of this tactic is to reach a point of no return where the abandonment
and dismantling of the work will  have become unfeasible (P1).  A particularly
controversial act, frequently mentioned in the interviews, is the granting of the
preliminary license in 2010 (P51). Local activists question the quality of the EIA,
which is a prerequisite for the authorization of large infrastructure projects, and
criticize that the authorities did neither consider the results nor implement the
recommendations of the RIMA (P37). From their point of view, the environmen-
tal law and the legislation for the licensing of large infrastructure projects were
violated, which makes the granting of the preliminary license an illegal act (P1,
P3, P37, P41, P45). Interviewees further denounce the federal government's re-
fusal to attend a hearing by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
(IACHR) about the situation of human rights, and particularly indigenous rights,
in the case of Belo Monte (P55).

As regards the compliance with existing laws and regulations, intervie-
wees denounce a discrepancy between the written law and its  enforcement
(P37), and a general disregard of human, social, cultural, economic, and environ-
mental rights (P9). They claim that the authorities have violated the Brazilian
Constitution – which is pointed out as the highest law of the country (P29) – and
the Convention 169 of the International Labour Organization (ILO) by failing to
conduct  proper  consultations  in  the  indigenous  communities  (P1,  P16,  P29,
P51).110 While the authorities claim to have complied with the relevant regula-

109 Interviewees disagree about the exact number of legal actions currently pending in the Brazil-
ian legal system. According to Bermann (2013), the Federal Public Ministry filed 13 Public Civil
Actions and two Actions for Misconduct between May 2001 and June 2013 regarding viola-
tions of the country's social and environmental legislation. 

110 The ILO Convention 169 is a legally binding international instrument concerned with the rights
of indigenous and tribal peoples. Article 6 (1) of the convention stipulates that governments
should “consult  the peoples  concerned,  through appropriate  procedures and in  particular
through their representative institutions, whenever consideration is being given to legislative
or administrative measures which may affect them directly” (ILO 1989). The convention was
adopted on 17 June 1989 and entered into force on 5 September 1991. It was ratified by Brazil
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tions, activists criticize that the consultations with affected indigenous commu-
nities were deficient or lacking completely (P19, P29, P49). According to inter-
viewees the meetings did not allow for a clarification of questions and an ex-
change of opinions (P29, P43, P45, P47), and they were hampered by language
problems and cultural differences (P29).

In addition to the dispute about the consultation of native ethnic groups,
local activists denounce infringements of human and civil rights granted in the
Constitution (P9, P29, P47, P51). Their examples include the erosion of the right
to demonstrate (P27), the denial of an adequate compensation for dam affected
people (P51), and the destruction of autonomous cultures and lifestyles (P53,
P55). In more general terms, local activists consider the authorities' course of
action as a strategy to circumvent legal constraints and to facilitate the smooth
implementation of the project. The following statement illustrates the conster-
nation of a local activist about the procedures.

“The other  day IBAMA fined them. It  fined the Norte  Energia consor-
tium.111 But what happened? The director was fired. Do you know? Be-
cause he fined them. So, it is like this, it is a game. A big game. It is not
easy.” (P35)

Given  the  legal  irregularities,  interviewees  are  concerned  about  a  potential
damage to the Brazilian democracy. They question whether Brazil is and will re-
main a democratic country (P27), given the federal government's strained rela-
tionship with the Supreme Court (P31) and the way it neglects people's consti -
tutional rights in relation to the Belo Monte project (P45).

Noncompliance with the Conditions and Neglect of Social Factors

The third major point of criticism is closely related to the granting of the prelimi-
nary license as it refers to the noncompliance of Norte Energia with the condi-
tions specified therein. Interviewees criticize the delay in civil works stipulated
to prepare the region for the Belo Monte project and the consortium's course of
action in compensating dam affected people. As the analysis shows, the imple-
mentation is a central issue in the Belo Monte conflict (P16) and an important
aspect of the diagnostic frame.

The conditions for the implementation of the hydropower plant at the
Xingu River were originally established in order to prepare the region for the ar-

in 2002 (ILO 2012).
111 The purpose of the fine was to punish Norte Energia for noncompliance with the conditions.
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rival of migrant laborers seeking employment at the construction sites and set-
tlers hoping to benefit from the expected economic development (P37). The in-
clusion  of  the  conditions  in  the  preliminary  license  raised  the  population's
hopes for local benefits (P19, P27).

“This also raised the question of society, which started to talk in favor of
Belo Monte – part of the society – because of these conditions, thinking
that their neighborhood would improve, that their neighborhood would
get  a square,  that  their  neighborhood would get  a  school,  a  modern
health post, service and everything. So now, one realizes that none of this
was done, but it was there in the conditions.” (P19)

Until today most expectations remain unfulfilled, as the Norte Energia consor-
tium fails to comply with the conditions stipulated in the preliminary license
(P27, P37) and the city does not thrive as predicted by business people (P23,
P43, P55). As discussed above, interviewees criticize the insufficient investments
in health services, education and transport, and the long delay in the projects
(P27, P35, P37, P41). Medical services that were originally sufficient for the pop-
ulation of Altamira are increasingly overloaded, because the additional facilities
required in the conditions were not built in time (P23, P27). Local activists criti-
cize the lack of planning (P27) and the insufficient preparation of the city for the
project (P16,  P41). They are concerned that the situation will deteriorate with
the advancement of the hydropower project (P51).

Beyond investments in infrastructure and public services, the conditions
include financial compensation and support for people who live in the vicinity of
the construction site and have to leave their property.  According to local  ac-
tivists, affected people can chose between different forms of compensation. Yet,
they criticize that the compensation process is lacking transparency and reliabili -
ty.

“The Brazilian state simply declared that area a public utility. When the
state does this, it leads to the redemption of land by the state. Then the
company becomes responsible – so to speak – for removing the people
and it will pay an indemnity. It will negotiate. There are three different
proposals for compensation. That means, there is no equality, there is no
caution with this.” (P55)

Local activists monitoring the compensation process report that may families
opt for the direct payment (P39) but encounter many problems that arise from
the specific living conditions of the local population. As many people lack official
land titles or share land with other family members, they are not eligible for a
full compensation (P23). This creates a number of social and economic prob-
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lems for affected families. First, the persistent conflict over land discussed above
makes it difficult for people to find purchasable land property in the first place
(P23, P55); much less within reach of the city, equipped with infrastructure and
access to water (P23). Second, property prices have soared with the start of the
construction works, forcing family members to combine their compensation or
to rent accommodation in Altamira (P23). Especially extended families have dif-
ficulties in obtaining land property that is large enough to house and sustain the
livelihood of all family members (P23, P31). Third, many families are inexperi-
enced with the management of large amounts of money and therefore run into
financial problems.

“Everything became more expensive. The money that one is receiving is
not enough, and not to mention that there are already families that were
compensated not even a year ago and they do not have a cent anymore,
not even to buy food. There is nothing left. Because they did not know
how to invest it.  And in their studies they say the following: that they
were going to appoint a social worker to accompany these families in in-
vesting  the  money,  in  order  to  avoid  what  happened  in  other  dam
projects, that families were incapable of investing the money; they spent
it all, and then were left with nothing. This is already happening.” (P23)

The fourth problem arising from the compensation of affected people, is social
strain within families and communities. Inside families, conflicts have emerged
about the unequal compensation of family members, about where to move, and
how to restructure family life (P23). Within the communities, individuals have
complained about disparities in the amounts they have received compared to
other people in comparable situations (P39). Hence, several factors interact to
produce social and economic problems for people who are forced to leave their
homes,  including the disruption of  relationships  between neighbors,  friends,
and family members (P16, P23).

“The company pays what it wants to pay; then the guy leaves.112 When
he leaves, he is used to living in that place. He takes the money – let us
assume one million reais – and buys another land property. He does not
know if he is buying good land or not. Ultimately, the money is used up
and he does not have a social network, which he had in the place where
he was before. And the company is not doing resettlements. In practice,
it is not providing the option to find a good place that the farmers agree
upon, and to place them there with the same neighborhood structure;

112 The interviewee refers to the compensated person.
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because it is not only a question of land. It is a question of all the rela-
tionships that you have in a particular region; neighbors, kinship, friend-
ship. This is being disrupted.” (P37)

According to local activists, social structures are as important as the financial
compensation, because family and friends are a central source of support. Yet,
affected people do not get the chance to choose a suitable mode of compensa-
tion as the statement above illustrates. Interviewees accuse Norte Energia of
practically expelling the people from their land without permitting negotiations
about the indemnity sum or offering alternative forms of compensation (P35).
Moreover, as the consortium does not follow the announced schedules, affect-
ed people cannot plan ahead when to terminate their economic activities (for
example, planting food crops) and when to leave their territory (P23). Hence, lo-
cal activists complain that the Norte Energia consortium is taking advantage of
its negotiating power and refusing to pay the legally guaranteed indemnity sums
(P51).

5.3.1.5 Summary of the Belo Monte Diagnostic Frame

As the analysis shows, it is necessary to acknowledge the meaning that activists
attribute to the Belo Monte project in order to understand the central dynamics
of the social movement – that is, the development of movement cohesion on
the basis of a collective identity and a collective action frame, and the subse-
quent fragmentation of the social movement as a result of a divergence of the
collective action frame and an identity crises among activists. Both processes
will be discussed in detail in Section 5.4.

The analysis of the Belo Monte diagnostic frame has shown, that local ac-
tivists from both factions of the movement frequently refer to a variety of issues
when asked about the “real meaning” of Belo Monte. From an analytical point
of view, these aspects can be classified into four categories that add up to a con-
sistent story about Belo Monte within its temporal and spatial context:

1. the characteristics and general meaning of Belo Monte,
2. the regional context of Belo Monte,
3. the consequences of Belo Monte, and
4. the controversial implementation procedure.

The meaning of Belo Monte is complex and alludes to the strained relationship
of  the local  population with  their  authorities  on various levels and their  es-
trangement from the rest of the country. The frame further captures their sen-
sation of being exploited in a colonial fashion, their skepticism about the preva-
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lent development model, and their questions about who benefits and who pays
the price of what the authorities present as development. The following state-
ment captures the various dimensions that local activists mention with refer-
ence to the Belo Monte project.

“And there is still a politician who, with the greatest poker face, affirms
that this is the price to pay for progress. The truth is that neither he nor
his family pay for it. It is the state of Pará which continues to be treated
as a colony, exploited and debased, condemned to pay in environmental
terms and in terms of prejudices to its people; an exorbitant price for the
progress of the rest of Brazil.” (P45)

The frequent discussion of the historic background and current context condi-
tions raises the question if the conflict really centers on the Belo Monte Dam or
if the project is merely a symbol of a larger dispute. As the analysis shows, the
struggle is frequently embedded into discourses about good life, forms of soci-
ety, and alternative development paths. Interestingly, the Belo Monte diagnostic
frame includes general  questions of power asymmetry that  are addressed in
terms of traditional cleavages like center vs. periphery and urban vs. rural. Ques-
tions arise about whether the concept of cleavages contributes to understand-
ing the framing process in the Belo Monte conflict and, in more general terms,
the differences between social movements in Western and non-Western coun-
tries. These questions will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.

5.3.2 Controversies in the Collective Action Frame

The analysis and reconstruction of the Belo Monte diagnostic frame presented
above produced a coherent picture of the conflict  from the perspective of the
interviewees.  It  demonstrates that  local  activists  from  both  factions  of  the
movement share a general understanding of the contentious issue. Their inter-
pretations and beliefs are consistent with respect to the symbolic meaning of a
hydropower plant at the Xingu River, the relevance of the historic and current
regional context, the social and environmental consequences of the project, and
its cost-benefit ratio. This is not surprising, given that the local activists have a
common history of social struggle for sustainable development in the region.113

Over many years they engaged in a common framing process – that is, recurrent

113 I argue that a common history of social struggle is an important factor promoting movement
cohesion. This discussion will be resumed in Section 5.4.
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negotiations over the meaning of development and the advantages and disad-
vantages of a hydropower plant at the Xingu River.

However, with the authorization and advancement of the construction,
local activists started to argue about the likelihood of their being able to prevent
the Belo Monte project, and about the role and responsibilities of the social
movement. Their reassessment of the situation resulted in a divergence of the
collective action frame, and in the fragmentation of the movement. Two fac-
tions emerged from the separation of the MDTX into the Xingu Vivo Movement
and the Foundation. I call them the protest SMOs and the monitoring SMOs. De-
spite their  shared opposition to the Belo Monte project,  these organizations
have different opinions on

1. the status of Belo Monte,
2. the social movement's role and influence in the conflict, and
3. the advantages and disadvantages of the mitigation measures.

These controversies are discussed in detail in the following sections.

5.3.2.1 The Status of Belo Monte: An Accomplished Fact?

In the process of diagnostic framing, the status and future development of Belo
Monte are particularly controversial issues. Since the beginning of the inventory
studies in the Xingu River basin in the 1970s, hydropower projects have been
perceived as a potential threat. With the start of the construction in the sum-
mer of 2011 the threat became a reality (P23). However, this does not mean
that Belo Monte itself is commonly considered a reality or, as local people say, a
“fato consumado” – that is, an accomplished fact. Indeed, the two factions with-
in the social movement against Belo Monte diverge primarily in terms of their
perceptions and evaluations of this issue.114 A classification of interviewees ac-
cording to their attitudes towards this question reveals that all of them disap-
prove of Belo Monte (P41). However, given that licenses were granted and the
construction is underway, opinions on how to act toward Belo Monte, the au-
thorities, and the involved enterprises differ substantially.

The protest SMOs oppose the project rigorously. They claim that Belo
Monte is not (yet) an accomplished fact (P21, P31, P37, P45, P51) and seek the
prohibition of the project and the abandonment of any plans for the exploita-
tion  of  the hydroelectric  potential  of  the Xingu River  (P51).  By contrast,  the

114 The following analysis refers to the interviewee's perception of the issue at the time of the
field research (May to June 2012).
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monitoring SMOs claim to disapprove of Belo Monte, but have come to accept
the project as something that cannot be prevented anymore (P35). A compari-
son of interviewee's opinions about the status of Belo Monte and the advan-
tages and disadvantages of the mitigation measures shows that local activists
who rigorously oppose the project are organized in the Xingu Vivo Movement in
Altamira, the Metropolitan Committee in Belém, and the grassroots organiza-
tions  affiliated  with  these  organizations.  Moreover,  the  Catholic  Church  and
most notably the former Bishop of Xingu, Erwin Kräutler, share the view of these
organizations and support their activities. I refer to these organizations as the
protest SMOs, as their strategy aims to prevent the construction of the Belo
Monte Dam.115 By contrast, local activists who have accepted the Belo Monte
Dam as a fact are organized in the Foundation, ISA, MAB, and the grassroots or-
ganizations affiliated with the Foundation. I refer to these organizations as the
monitoring SMOs, as they focus on the rapid and accurate implementation of
the mitigation measures and monitor these processes closely. Interviewees form
the ranks of the monitoring SMOs agree that the Belo Monte project has detri-
mental effects on the people and the local population. However, they are skepti-
cal as to whether a social movement with its limited means and even the judi -
ciary will be able to stop it (P35). This faction of the social movement focuses on
negotiating with the authorities about development initiatives in the realm of
the Belo Monte project.116

5.3.2.2 The Social Movement's Role and Influence in the Conflict

Beyond disagreement about Belo Monte's current status, movement cohesion is
challenged by the interviewees'  different  perceptions and evaluations of  the
various interests in the project.  According to the monitoring SMOs, the Belo
Monte Dam is one issue among others within a general dispute between state
and society. In this dispute, both parties have interests that need to be balanced
by means of negotiations.

“This government attempts to negotiate in some way with the society in
order to find out – based on a legal basis, which is the Brazilian legisla-
tion, the Brazilian Environmental Law – what would be the instruments
that arise from the hydropower plant; that for us would perhaps be the
most interesting part, less the hydropower plant.” (P41)

115 The strategy of the protest SMOs, which interviewees call Plan A, is discussed further below.
116 The strategy of the monitoring SMOs, which interviewees call Plan B, is discussed further be-

low.
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Hence, the monitoring SMOs consider the struggle over Belo Monte as a negoti-
ation process that involves the balancing of the oppositional interests of the in-
volved parties, which they describe as follows. The primary interest of the feder-
al government is the construction of the Belo Monte Dam, which is part of the
PAC and derives from a comprehensive national and international perspective of
development processes (P41). By contrast, the primary interest of the local pop-
ulation is a differentiated sustainable development of the region that is tailored
to the environmental conditions and lifestyles of the local population. This in-
cludes, for example, the sustainable use of natural resources, the development
of a processing industry, which increases the share of value creation inside the
country and reduces the export of raw materials, as well as the local popula-
tion's participation in development processes (P41).

Interviewees affiliated with the monitoring SMOs explain their particular
understanding of the Belo Monte conflict with reference to the attempted im-
plementation of its predecessor, the Kararaô Dam: The military government's at-
tempts at implementing the hydropower complex without any mitigation mea-
sures and accompanying development projects provoked severe and lasting re-
sistance by local activists (P41). From their point of view, the social movement's
early resistance achieved the modification of the project, the realization of sci-
entific studies, and the definition of criteria upon which the project was eventu-
ally conditioned (P41). In addition, its request for public participation opened a
window of opportunity for negotiations with the authorities. In order to achieve
the best possible results in terms of the region's development, the monitoring
SMOs demand the fulfillment of the conditions, the provision of public policies,
and the implementations of sustainable development projects in return for the
acceptance of Belo Monte (P41).

By contrast, the protest SMOs are not willing to negotiate about the im-
plementation of a hydropower plant at the Xingu River at all. They criticize that
the provision of public goods is made contingent on the local population's ac-
ceptance of Belo Monte.

5.3.2.3 The Advantages and Disadvantages of the Mitigation Measures

As discussed in Chapter  4, the preliminary license for the construction of the
Belo Monte Dam included 40 conditions with the objective of preparing the re-
gion for the arrival of migrant workers and settlers. Moreover, as a prerequisite
to  the granting of  the installation license the Norte  Energia consortium was
obliged to develop a PBA in order to mitigate the negative consequences of the
hydropower project through investments in infrastructure and services (P39).
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In  light  of the significant  investments into the region and the consor-
tium's non-compliance with the conditions stipulated in the preliminary license,
the monitoring SMOs focus on providing information and support to the local
population, monitoring the fulfillment of the conditions, and participating in the
steering committee of the PDRS Xingu. Despite their general critique of and op-
position towards the Belo Monte project, they believe that Belo Monte might
develop differently from other hydropower projects because of the mitigation
measures (P39, P41).

"If we judge by other regions where large projects like Tucuruí were built,
here in the state of Pará, the outlook you get is that of a disaster at sight.
But then, on the other hand, the fact is that in other projects that were
implemented in  the  state  of  Pará,  both  hydroelectric  and other  large
projects like mining, the government was not so cautious as to create a
package of measures around them in order to respond to the detriments
caused by the project. And Belo Monte is different. The Lula administra-
tion made an effort to […] reduce as much as possible the damages, the
environmental ones as well as the social and economic ones.” (P39)

The monitoring SMOs' general approval of the mitigation measures and devel-
opment plans does, however, not blind them to their shortcomings (P35). Inter-
viewees claim that the volume of the PDRS Xingu is too limited to resolve the
problems of the region (P35), and that the sustainable forest management stip-
ulated by the PDRS Xingu is unfeasible due to the previous unregulated logging
activities  that  have  damaged large  areas  of  tropical  rainforest  past  recovery
(P39). Nonetheless, they consider the PDRS Xingu an important instrument that
requires more time to be implemented (P39, P41).

By contrast, the protest SMOs disapprove of the mitigation measures and
development plans, as they consider them attempts at bribing the local popula-
tion into acceptance and quiescence (P9). From their point of view, the alloca-
tion of resources to short-lived items like computers, boats, and vehicles does
not improve the population's quality of life, which is actually limited by deficits
in health care, education, and sanitation (P9). They consider the steering com-
mittee of the PDRS Xingu an ineffective body that fails to generate definitions of
and measures for regional  development and that  merely  creates conflict  be-
tween CSOs who seek to maximize their own benefits (P9). As a consequence,
the protest SMOs refuse any cooperation with the authorities and the Norte En-
ergia consortium.

Notwithstanding  their  distinct  evaluations  of  the  mitigation  measures
and development plans,  interviewees from both factions of the social  move-
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ment harshly criticize the authorities and Norte Energia for their attitude and
behavior  vis-à-vis  the  indigenous  communities.  According  to  movement
participants,  the  government  ordered  Norte  Energia  to  provide  significant
amounts  of  money,  staple  food,  boats,  vehicles,  and  fuel  to  indigenous
communities (P16, P23, P29, P37, P47). While these activities are promoted as
an emergency plan,  interviewees consider  this  course  of  action a  deliberate
strategy to disorganize and destabilize indigenous communities (P37).

“Goodness! You kill the indigenous structure. Because it is not even struc-
turing, because you do not tackle questions of health, education, protec-
tion of indigenous lands, food safety. So, it is a destructuring plan. You
put money there in an arbitrary way, and you have a small group of lead-
ers, who are the leaders who speak Portuguese, who relate to the city
and end up managing the money; some even in good faith, but then you
start having extreme pressure on the communities: 'Ah, now we have dis-
cretionary income. Ah, then I want this, I want that, I want another.' So,
the thing is going completely random and arbitrary.” (P37)

In addition, the protest SMOs suggest that the authorities are deliberately using
mitigation measures to retreat from their obligations. They question the legiti-
macy of the conditions, claiming that what is being presented to them as condi-
tions  of  the  Belo  Monte  project  are  actually  their  legal  rights  (P29).  These
should be fulfilled independent of any infrastructure project (P19, P29).

“This means a lot of damage to the Brazilian nation. These are negations
of public policies concerning health and education, housing, sanitation;
because  in  all  these  hydropower  projects  the  government  makes  the
rights of the population contingent on the population's acceptance of the
construction [...]” (P9)

The perceived bribery of the population, particularly of the indigenous popula-
tion, has been identified in this study as one factor that promoted the fragmen-
tation of the social movement. It will be discussed in more detail in Section 5.4. 

The movement participants' controversy about the  advantages and dis-
advantages of the mitigation measures is the third aspect – next to their dis -
agreement about  the status of Belo Monte, and about  the social movement's
role and influence in the conflict  – that has led to the fragmentation of the
movement and to the development of diverging prognostic frames.
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5.3.3 Prognostic Frames

According to the literature, collective action frames are “action-oriented sets of
beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of
a social movement organization” (Benford and Snow 2000: 614). The collective
action frame of the social movement against Belo Monte (1) demands a differ-
entiated development for the region, which is tailored to the region's character-
istics and requirements. It (2) claims that Belo Monte is not the solution to the
region's problems – thus objecting the official government discourse – and (3)
requires the participation of the population and the appreciation of traditional
and indigenous knowledge and competences in the decision making. Activists
from both factions of the movement identify with this part of the collective ac-
tion frame. Yet, their perceptions of (1) the status of Belo Monte, (2) the SMOs'
role and influence in the conflict, and (3) the advantages and disadvantages of
the mitigation measures diverge.

As a consequence, the two factions of the movement developed sepa-
rate prognostic frames that propose different solutions, possible activities, and
strategies for  tackling the problem of underdevelopment in the region. While
both  factions  demand  a  differentiated  development  concept  for  the  region,
their short-term strategies and tactics to achieving this type of development dif-
fer. The protest SMOs seek to prevent Belo Monte in order to repel the govern -
ment's development model (Plan A), while the monitoring SMOs seek to pro-
mote their own development concept through negotiations with the authorities
(Plan B). This section discusses the activists'  shared concept of a differentiated
development  (long-term solution),  before  turning  to  the  factions'  respective
plans for confronting the Belo Monte conflict (short-term solution).

5.3.3.1 Development as a Long-Term Solution

One of the most prominent arguments in favor of the Belo Monte Dam is the re-
gion's underdevelopment. Local activists across SMOs agree that the municipali-
ties along the Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu need development assis-
tance. However, their concept of development differs significantly from that of
the federal government; first, in how development is defined and, second, in
how it is pursued.

“At the national  level you have,  for example,  a socialist  project and a
developmentalist project. You have a project that thinks of agribusiness
and another  project  that  values  agroecology,  family  farming,  and the
whole matter of the forest, the extractivism. On that other side there is
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another mode of thought, which is to take away the possible maximum
of timber for  this – for them this is development. On our side, we think
that you have to preserve the RESEX and build up an economy based on
extractivism.117 These are different views.” (P41)

As the statement shows, local activists have precise ideas about the kind of de-
velopment that they aspire for the region. They acknowledge that the local pop-
ulation would  welcome economic  progress  and a  certain  degree of  comfort
(P16, P55). However, they strongly reject the idea that development requires a
hydropower dam, mining, or the cultivation of soy. From their point of view, the
abundant natural resources of the region offer alternative development paths
(P1). Moreover, interviewees suggest that the local population has a different
standard of comfort than the majority population in the South of the country
(P1, P55). As one interviewee claims, “development is not something that is so
essential for life” (P55).

A particularly critical aspect of development is the persistent exploitation
of natural resources in the name of economic progress. In opposition to this way
of  thinking,  interviewees  emphasize  that  development  cannot  be  limited  to
economic indicators but has to take into account the population's quality of life
and  well-being,  an  interaction  between  urban  and  rural  lifestyles,  human
dignity, civil rights, an social values.118 The acronym DHESCA is frequently used in
this context, as it implies the equilibrium of human, economic, social, cultural,
and  environmental  rights  (P3).119 Local  activists  argue  that  a  development
concept for Amazonia should focus on the sustainable use of renewable raw
materials (P47), the preservation of natural resources and traditional peoples
(P3, P37), and the actual needs of the local population (P47).

Based on their criticism of the current development model and their un-
derstanding of the Amazon region and its development potential, local activists
in Altamira and Belém promote the following development concept.

“Development, for us, has to include two things: it has to be solidary and
sustainable.  And solidary  and sustainable  means  a  broad relationship

117 RESEX refers to extractive reserves (Reservas Extrativistas). These are areas set aside for the
sustainable exploitation and conservation of renewable natural resources by traditional popu-
lations. The aim of RESEX is to balance ecological interests with social interests by allowing
sustainable economic activities that improve the lives of the local inhabitants  (Instituto So-
cioambiental n.d.d).

118 These aspects should be considered against  the background of underdevelopment,  insuffi-
cient employment opportunities, poor housing conditions, persistent violence, infringement
of human and civil rights, impunity, etc. as discussed above.

119 DHESCA is the acronym for Direitos Humanos, Econômicos, Sociais, Culturais e Ambientais.
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between the human beings  and the environment.  [...]  Development  is
related to a number of things that should lead to the well-being of the
population. And this does not only include to possess things. It includes
community relations, it includes the use of time, it includes respect for
the environment, it includes a series of things that the current vision of
the government does not- it is contrary.” (P53; also see P31)

Given that local activists seek to balance social, environmental, and economic
factors  (P21),  they are  highly  skeptical  of  what  is  presented  to  them  as
sustainable  development  –  especially  with  respect  to  supposedly  climate-
friendly hydropower plants (P1,  P55).120 Whereas in industrialized economies
the term sustainability has become a bussword in recent years, the local popula-
tion of Altamira and Belém has developed its own concept of a sustainable re-
gional  development  that  aims  to  preserve  the  diversity  and  productivity  of
biological systems.121

Another claim made by local activists in the debate about development
in Amazonia concerns the need for tangible results for the local population. Eco-
nomic indicators are only of limited interest and relevance to ordinary people, if
they do not feel improvements in their daily lives (P55). For the local population,
key  indicators  of  development  include  the  provision  of  public  safety,  public
transport,  housing, education,  basic sanitation,  medical  assistance,  and other
services that contribute to human dignity and a good life (P16, P43).  However,
local activists also request that the providers of these services acknowledge the
traditional knowledge and practices of the local population and existing institu-
tions. In this context, activists claim that the local population's traditional medi-
cal knowledge and methods of treatment should receive more attention and ap-
preciation (P1) and that traditional regional knowledge should be included in
the curriculum.

“Do we want our schools to be equipped with computers, with internet
access? We do. But we can do this using solar cells and learning to speak
the language of  the Munduruku,  too.122 To speak the language of the
Kayapó that- Why am I forced to learn English, while I cannot learn to
speak Kayapó?” (P1)

120 As discussed in Chapter 4, the environmental friendliness of hydropower plants is disputed.
121 Possible differences in the conceptualization of sustainability in Western and non-Western so-

cieties are discussed in Chapter 6.
122 The Munduruku is an indigenous people populating the states of Amazonas, Mato Grosso, and

Pará. According to data provided by SIASI and SESAI,  they comprised 13 755 individuals in
2014 (Instituto Socioambiental n.d.e).
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From the local activists' point of view, there should be a differentiated approach
to education that focuses on the integration of traditional knowledge, educa-
tional  services  for  the entire  population (P35),  and specific  educational  pro-
grams for adults that meet the demands and interests of the local population
(P35, P39).

A differentiated development concept for Amazonia should also tackle in-
equality, promote the extension of collective rights – for example, indigenous
territories – and improve the inclusion of marginalized groups. Solidarity, com-
panionship, collectivism, and respect for diversity should guide the social devel-
opment of the region and the interaction between people and nature (P3, P9,
P37). The relationship between people and their natural environment is a cen-
tral aspect of the differentiated development concept for Amazonia, as it is es-
sential for the people's very survival (P53). As a consequence, any intervention
in the natural environment will have repercussions for its inhabitants – both in
beneficial and detrimental ways.

“Worse than destroying and clearing the forest is that you finish with the
culture  of  a  particular  community,  a  particular  people.  This  is  the
greatest environmental devastation you can create. The environment, in
this case, is in the sense of man being included therein.” (P55)

As the local population's concept of environment includes the human being as
an integral part of it, the close relationship between people and nature – which
impacts upon people's identities and self-concepts as shown in Section 5.2 – is
an important aspect of the development concept.

To sum up, the differentiated development concept promoted by local
activists aims for a preservative development that reconciles social, economic,
and environmental factors. This development model renounces large scale in-
dustrialization in favor of small scale solutions that are tailored to the climatic
and geographical context, the lifestyle, abilities, and demands of the local popu-
lation, and the socioeconomic requirements of the region.

Measures to arrive at a developed Amazonia

Questions remain about what measures ought to be taken to implement the de-
velopment concept designed by local activists, and how to achieve the anticipat-
ed benefits.  Local activists emphasize that after years of abandonment the re-
gion  requires higher  and  more  reliable  state  investments.  They  claim  that
incentive structures, policies, and funding lines are needed in order to “direct
the local development onto a different path” (P37; also see P35 and P41). Most
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importantly, interviewees call for policymakers and the population to stop and
think – that is, to reassess the current development model, to learn from suc-
cessful regional experiences, and to consider alternative views (P55). This step
includes that  policymakers  and local  activists  engage in  an  open-minded ex-
change, appreciate the opinion and arguments of the other side, and seek to cre-
ate a common basis for their discussions (P13). It also requires some policymak-
ers and parts of the population to reconsider their notion of Amazonia and its
development potentials (P1).

Local activists believe that the actual implementation of a differentiated
development concept ought to start at the community level by focusing on its
particular  requirements,  transferring  ownership  to  the  community  members
(P29), and acknowledging the expertise and capacities of civil society organiza-
tions (P9). For example, interviewees suggest that the transport and sale of fish
should be organized by the fishers themselves, in order that they take responsi-
bility for the processes and enjoy  the benefits of entrepreneurship (P13). The
claim for more participation is based on the belief that the local people do have
precise ideas about what is needed for their medium- and long-term develop-
ment, but lack the resources and structures to implement their ideas (P13).

Another  important  aspect  is  the  active  participation  of society  and
academia in energy planning in general, and with respect to the Belo Monte
Dam in particular. Local activists demand a strengthening of participatory mech-
anisms,

“so that the society has possibilities – together with the scientific commu-
nities of our country – to mount a sustainable energy planning, truly sus-
tainable, with the alternatives that we have,  many alternatives that we
have in our country, that range from solar energy to biomass,  and so
many others.” (P9)

The lack of participation and ownership of the local population in development
projects is  a recurrent theme that  is  frequently connected to historic power
asymmetries  and questions of  respect  and  acknowledgement.  Local  activists
claim that the enterprises involved in the construction of the Belo Monte Dam
have much more political influence than the local population (P1).

Divergence of short-term strategies and tactics

While all interviewees promote a consistent concept for the long-term develop-
ment of their region, the short term strategies and tactics for dealing with the
current challenges associated with the construction of the Belo Monte Dam dif-
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fer significantly across social movement organizations. Based on different under-
standings of the status and potential outcome of the project, of the organiza-
tions' role and influence in the process, and of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the mitigation measures, the social movement split  into the protest
SMOs and the monitoring SMOs. They have officially stopped their cooperation
and follow different strategies and tactics in their collective action against Belo
Monte.  Interviewees  clearly  differentiate  these  strategies  as  different  plans.
While Plan A seeks to prevent the Belo Monte Dam, Plan B aims to improve the
impact mitigation.

Figure 4 illustrates the rationale behind the Belo Monte conflict. It sum-
marizes the different perceptions of Amazonia held by the authorities and local
activists, as well as their corresponding development concepts. According to in-
terviewees,  the  Brazilian  authorities  perceive  of  Amazonia  as  a  region  with
abundant natural resources but without any development perspectives. The lo-
cal  inhabitants  are  considered  backward  and  underdeveloped,  and  the  re-
sources are perceived to be underutilized. As a consequence, the authorities fo-
cus on exploiting Amazonia for the purpose of fostering economic growth in the
South of the country, while at the same time disregarding the interest of the
population in the Brazilian Amazon. This mindset and attitude of the authorities
translate into a top-down implementation of the hydropower project at the Xin-
gu River. By contrast, local activists oppose the project unanimously based on
their common perception of Amazonia and their common development concept
for the region. They value the abundant natural resources as well as the social,
cultural, and ecological diversity, which form the basis for the personal and so-
cial identities of the Amazon peoples. Consequently, their development concept
for the region seeks to balance the human, economic, social, cultural, and envi-
ronmental aspects of life with a view to sustaining livelihoods in Amazonia. De-
spite  common  long-term  objectives  and  shared  opposition  to  hydropower
projects at the Xingu, the social movement eventually split as the result of a di-
vergence of the collective action frame and an identity crisis. Henceforth, the
protest SMOs pursue Plan A and enter into open conflict with the authorities.
The monitoring SMOs follow Plan B and negotiate with the authorities.  Both
plans are discussed in detail in the following sections.
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5.3.3.2 Plan A: The Unconditional Fight

The faction that seeks to prevent the Belo Monte Dam at all cost consists of the
Xingu Vivo Movement and its member organizations, the Metropolitan Commit-
tee, and various organizations affiliated with the Catholic Church. In order to
substantiate their outright opposition to the project, these organizations refuse
any negotiation with the authorities and enterprises involved in the Belo Monte
project. In the words of one interviewee,

“there is a group that says: 'No. Stop! Stop! Stop! That is the end of the
discussion.'  If you say: 'But...'  – 'That is the end of the discussion! We
have made up our minds. We have formed our opinion. Come with what-
ever ideas you may have – there is  no more discussion.' This is Plan A.”
(P43)

Figure 4: Rationale of the Belo Monte Conflict
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The goal of these organizations, whom I call the protest SMOs, is to prevent the
construction of any hydropower plant at the Xingu River – regardless of com-
pensation  schemes,  mitigation  measures,  etc.  In  order  to  achieve  this  goal,
protest SMOs engage in individual and collective activities, which are facilitated
by the forums that Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Committee provide (P21).

The strategy of the protest SMOs includes different areas of activity that
one interviewee classifies as (1) the scientific front, (2) the legal front, (3) the
communication front, and (4) the political front (P21). These four fronts interact
as follows.

“The front of political articulation [...] has a function that runs through
the others. [...] So the political front discusses with the legal front and
takes  the  information  that  the  legal  front  provides;  it  takes  the
information from the scientific front, which refers to the problems of the
Belo Monte project, the unsustainability of the project – that is, in the
economic field, in the social, cultural, environmental, and even political
field – and defines an action [...]” (P21)

Local activists across SMOs frequently emphasize that their opposition against
Belo Monte is based on the economic, ecological,  and legal problems of the
project (P1). In order to substantiate this claim, the protest SMOs focus on pro-
viding proof and communicating to the general public that a hydropower plant a
the Xingu River is economically unviable, and ecologically and socially unsustain-
able.

Scientific Research

Protest SMOs cooperate closely with researchers at universities and other re-
search facilities in Brazil and abroad (P1, P31) for the purpose of compiling sci-
entific expertise about the impacts of hydropower plants in general,  and the
Belo Monte Dam in particular. The studies they refer to assess the economic via-
bility and cost-benefit-ratio of the project, the technical features and alterna-
tives  of  hydroelectricity  (P31),  and  the  ecological  consequences  of  large hy-
dropower plants (P43).  The most important scientific assessment of the Belo
Monte project commissioned by the protest SMOs is the report by the Panel of
Experts published in 2009 (Painel de Especialistas 2009) (cf. Chapter 4). The fol-
lowing statement illustrates the high credibility of the panel and its appreciation
by local activists. 

“And we know that the Panel of Experts is a serious panel of researchers
of  the highest  degree of  integrity  and technical  competence,  who are



194 5 From Cohesion to Fragmentation: The Social Movement against Belo Monte

partners of the entities, who are partners of the indigenous communities
in the sense that they provide with a great scientific capacity hard, real,
and irrefutable data to contradict the Belo Monte project.” (P51)

Based on the data provided by the Panel of Experts and other researchers, local
activists seek to provide pragmatic, scientific, and legal arguments with a special
focus on the quality of the information they disseminate (P55).

Legal Actions

In connection with the scientific analysis of the Belo Monte Dam, legal actions
against unlawful procedures in the planning, licensing, and implementation of
the project have gained in importance as a collective action strategy since 2001
(P3, P37, P41). The  Federal  Public Ministry is perceived as a powerful partner
who supports the social movement not only in the enforcement of the environ-
mental legislation, but also in guaranteeing the rights of activists in the face of
threats and prosecution (P3, P23, P37). However, local activists also report that
the support of the Public Ministry depends on the personality of the respective
prosecutor. While the public prosecutor of the MPF in Belém is an outspoken
opponent of the Belo Monte Dam and a reliable ally of the social movement
against Belo Monte (P9, P31, P51), the relationship of the social movement with
the public prosecutors of the Public Ministry of the State of Pará, which is locat-
ed in Altamira, is strained (P19). The MPF engages in a continuous supervision of
the process in order to react to misguided developments in a timely fashion
(P41). However, the legal actions initiated so far have not produced the expect-
ed results. Local activists claim that the deferment is a deliberate strategy that
enables the federal government to press ahead with the construction and create
facts (P1).

“I think we are experiencing times of a very bad government, of a judicia-
ry that is being knocked over; no one is able to achieve correct judgments
of the lawsuits, and there are several actions that – if they were judged –
could stop Belo Monte.” (P37)

Another important ally on the so-called legal front is the Pará Society for the De-
fense of Human Rights (Sociedade Paraense de Defesa dos Direitos Humanos,
SDDH).  It  provides legal  advice and assistance to activists in case of  criminal
prosecution (P55) and supported the denunciation of the Belo Monte project
before the IACHR (P55; also see IACHR 2011: 77–78).



5.3 Collective Action Frames 195

Communication and Political Action

Protest SMOs attach great importance to the assessment and dissemination of
relevant  and  reliable  information  based  on  scientific  assessments  and  legal
counseling. Given the vastness and remoteness of Amazonia, media coverage is
an  important  aspect  of  their  communication  strategy.  However,  the  protest
SMOs perceive a bias in favor of Belo Monte in media reports (P37, P49, P51);
hence, they seek to include marginalized people and eyewitnesses into the de-
bate (P1).

With regard to the local population, the protest SMOs focus on education
and  awareness-raising  (conscientização)  and  the  spreading  of  information
through a variety of activities (P49, P51, P53).123 These range from street theater
and other artistic activities, to the development of digital information material,
to seminars and debates, to street protest, and to the occupation of buildings
and construction sites (P1, P3, P16, P21, P49). The purpose is to demonstrate
how the Belo Monte conflict affects the lives of seemingly noninvolved people
(P51). Moreover, the protest SMOs seek to promote the dialogue between dif-
ferent  social  groups  in  order  that  they  develop  common  objectives  that
strengthen the collective action.

“So,  this  articulation,  this  joint  discussion between the peoples  of  the
Xingu  region,  between  fishers,  riverine  communities,  farmers,
quilombolas,  gatherers,  and townspeople  as  well  is  very  important  in
order that  everyone can understand the process in a broader way. And
this discussion has not yet been the way we would have liked it to be, it is
still initial, but it  is important that this articulation between the peoples
continues, because their goals  are changing. While initially their goals
were more on a personal level, they are becoming- There is a possibility
that they will become more collective goals.” (P21)

The communication activities also include the writing of manifestos, protest let-
ters, and reports to international banks (P51), government agencies, and the ju-
dicial authorities – including the judges of the Supreme Court – in order to raise
their awareness of the contentious issue (P21, P21, P27). At the beginning of the
conflict, members of the social movement also engaged in meetings with gov-
ernment officials,  including high-ranking personnel  like former President Lula
(P45, P53).

123 SMOs within the social movement against Belo Monte are free to choose their preferred activ-
ities. Their autonomy is one of the movement's working principles and contributes to move-
ment cohesion (cf. Section 5.4).
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The communication strategy further involves international advocacy as
an important and effective instruments of collective action (P3). Local activists
appreciate the political and financial support and the visibility they gain from in-
ternational cooperation (P3). They claim that international pressure can have a
decisive impact on government decisions (P3, P49). However, interviewees ac-
knowledge that nowadays Brazil is able to implement the hydropower project
without  international  financial  aid,  and  that  the  international  pressure  will
therefore be less influential than in 1989 when the project was prevented by the
withdrawal of the main financier, the World Bank (P1).

Summing up, the purpose of the so-called Plan A is to prevent the con-
struction of the Belo Monte Dam. In order to achieve this, the protest SMOs fo-
cus on (1) the dissemination of information in order to create public pressure on
policymakers, and (2) court proceedings in order to arrive at a legal judgment
about the lawfulness of the Belo Monte project. Interviewees are proud to re-
port  that many people have become aware of  the problems associated with
Belo Monte and have joined the movement (P51). They claim that – as a conse-
quence of their efforts – it has already become impossible to implement a hy-
dropower plant at the Xingu River without resistance (P31).

5.3.3.3 Plan B: The Struggle for Impact Mitigation

The second faction of the social movement against Belo Monte – whom I call
the monitoring SMOs – comprises the Foundation, its member organizations,
ISA, and MAB. As discussed above, the monitoring SMOs oppose the exploita-
tion of the hydroelectric potential of the Xingu River and have fought against the
project alongside the protest SMOs for a long time. Yet, with the advancement
of the construction, this group of activists came to believe that the project can-
not be stopped anymore (P41). As a consequence, the monitoring SMOs started
to incorporate the Belo Monte Dam into their planning. They claim that a com-
plete analysis of the situation requires them to acknowledge its existence (P39,
P41) and to consider its various impacts in their strategic planning (P39, P41).
However,  interviewees  make  sure  to  emphasize  that  they  disapprove  of  hy-
dropower plants at the Xingu River.

“Belo Monte will never be a work of ours and we will never defend Belo
Monte, because Belo Monte is a work of the government, of the strategy
of the government and not of civil society. What civil society did was to
participate in public hearings with lots of firmness, with much criticism,
with great determination, and it continues participating until today in the
process of monitoring, of uncovering, of enforcing.” (P41)
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Local activists affiliated with the monitoring SMOs believe that the interests of
both parties – that is, state and economy on the one hand, and local population
and SMOs on the other hand – ought to be balanced by means of negotiations.
Given the historic exploitation, underdevelopment, and abandonment of the re-
gion, these SMOs demand the reparation of the historic debt that the govern-
ments incurred in the region as well as the solution of problems that the local
population has been dealing with for decades (P39, P41). The goal of the moni-
toring SMOs is to avoid that the project passes the region without creating last-
ing benefits  for  the population (P39).  In  order  to achieve this  goal,  they  (1)
negotiate with the authorities and Norte Energia, (2) participate in the steering
committees of various development projects, (3) monitor the fulfillment of the
conditions stipulated in the preliminary license,  and (4)  counsel  the affected
people.

Negotiations

The negotiations of the monitoring SMOs with the authorities and the Norte En-
ergia consortium are based on a particular understanding of the Belo Monte
conflict. After years of abandonment, the federal government has started to in-
vest in the region and take on responsibility for the provision of public goods.
However, as one interviewee says,  “nothing comes for free. Everything has a
price,  and  the  price  is  this:  Belo  Monte”  (P39).  In  view  of  the  serious
socioeconomic,  environmental,  and  legal  problems  of  the  region  and  their
historic roots, even the activists affiliated with the monitoring SMOs believe that
the acceptance of Belo Monte is a high price to pay for  government attention
and the prospect of development (P39). Hence, they monitor the entire process
closely,

“discuss  the  integration  of  our  agenda  into  this  project,  so  that  the
federal government cannot abort the project or leave it unfinished and
leave  an  entire  sea  of  problems  here  for  us  to  drown  in  after  the
construction of this project.” (P39).

The  central  strategy  of  the  monitoring  SMOs  is  to  balance  their  own
development  agenda  with  that  of  the  federal  government  in  order  to  work
towards the realization of their  differentiated development concept (P39).  In
doing so, they built on the collective action of the past two decades, claiming
that  the  struggle  has  produced  some  important  results.  These  include  the
modification of the hydropower project, the definition of the conditions in the
preliminary  license,  the  thorough  revision  of  the  EIA/RIMA,  and  the
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establishment of the PBA and the PDRS Xingu (P41). However, their negotiations
with the authorities are hampered by the latter's alledged noncompliance with
the national and international legislation(see above).

Participation

One major point of criticism of the Belo Monte project that is shared by activists
across SMOs concerns the lack of public participation in the planning and imple-
mentation of the project. Interviewees from the ranks of the monitoring SMOs
emphasize that their  participation in steering committees, forums, and confer-
ences is an important instrument for claiming the rights of the local population
and for influencing the implementation of the development projects (P35, P41,
P53).  For  example,  the  Federation  of  Agricultural  Workers (Federação  dos
Trabalhadores  na  Agricultura,  FETAGRI),  which  is  one  of  the  organizations
affiliated with the Foundation,  holds a seat in the steering committee of the
PDRS  Xingu.  It  this  realm,  FETAGRI  applies  for  the  funding  of  development
projects that foster small-scale production with a focus on food products (P39).
From  the  monitoring  SMOs'  point  of  view,  the  PDRS  Xingu  is  a  funding
opportunity  for  the  development  projects  that  they  have  been  wanting  to
realize (P39).

“For  example,  here  in  the  PDRS  we  present  a  proposal,  a  project  to
promote the production and to farm areas with technical equipment in
another municipality. First, to work with 100 families in each municipality
in the area of food production. So, our role is to accompany step by step
the implementation of  this  project  by monitoring and guiding it,  etc.”
(P39). 

However, the monitoring SMOs also acknowledge the constraints of the PDRS
Xingu  and  other  development  instruments,  which  are  just  starting  to  gain
functionality (P41).

Monitoring and Counseling

Interviewees affiliated with the monitoring SMOs attach great  importance to
the conditions of the preliminary license, the mitigation measures, and the de-
velopment plans (P39). Yet, they are convinced that the federal government and
the companies involved in the Belo Monte project will try to keep the cost of
public  services  and  compensation  to  a  minimum (P41,  P51).  Therefore,  the
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monitoring of the various processes connected to the implementation of the
Belo Monte project is an important part of their strategy (P37).

“What is the challenge now? It is to ensure – through the forum of social
monitoring – that every action of these becomes real. I still think that the
challenge is clearly on that issue right now.” (P41)

Similar to the protest SMOs, the monitoring SMOs attach great importance to
the dissemination of information. However, their focus is on educating the local
population about their rights and advising them on how to behave in case of
conflict  over  their  properties  (P39,  P49).  Activists  keep  in  contact  with
representatives of Norte Energia and the CCBM, the Federal Public Ministry, and
government agencies in order to resolve conflicts. The compensation of affected
people is a particularly controversial issue, as Norte Energia does not seem to
treat people equally when it comes to the estimation of the property value and
the payment of  compensation (P41).  Moreover,  the  information provided by
Norte Energia and the CCBM is considered unreliable; hence, the monitoring
SMOs take care in advising affected people on their rights.

“If we have information, we can advise an affected person on the rights
he has. The CCBM works with the notion of 'I will give you a house. You
will receive a nice house.' [...] But if I, as a social movement, know the
PBA, the Basic Environmental Plan, I will say: 'Look, beyond the house,
you will have to receive here by your house a recreational area for the
community, a school of good quality, and all that'.” (P41)

The  observations  of  the  monitoring  SMOs  regarding  the  compensation  of
affected people, the fulfillment of the conditions, and the implementation of
the development projects are also an important source of information for the
MPF, which takes legal action in cases of misdemeanor (P41).

To sum up, the monitoring SMOs believe, that the Belo Monte project is
inevitable and that the social movement should focus on negotiating the best
possible solutions for the region's development.  Moreover,  interviewees em-
phasize that their struggle for the fulfillment of the conditions and the imple-
mentation of public policies is “a kind of manifestation” (P41). This perception
of  and  strategy  towards  dealing  with  the  conflict  is  a  characteristic  of  the
monitoring SMOs, which distinguishes them from the protest SMOs.

5.3.3.4 The Relationship Between Plan A and Plan B

Social movement organizations in Altamira and Belém agree that the long-term
solution for the region's problems cannot be a hydropower plant at the Xingu
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River as suggested by the federal government. Instead, local activists propose a
differentiated  development  that  provides  an  equilibrium  of  social,
environmental,  and  economic  factors,  that  acknowledges  and  promotes  the
given  economic  focus  on  small-scale  agriculture,  forest  economy,  livestock
farming, fishing, and extractivism, and that invests in education, infrastructure,
and sustainable tourism. The short-term strategies and tactics of dealing with
the region's underdevelopment and the advancement of the Belo Monte Dam
differ between protest and monitoring SMOs.

Interestingly,  interviewees  have  different  views  on  the  relationship
between the two plans.  One interviewee claims that  activists of  protest  and
monitoring  SMOs  can  participate  in  joint  events  but  that  the  strategies
themselves cannot be reconciled.

“Now, in the Xingu+23, I think they will go together, but not in terms of
their philosophy. [...] There is no way. Because this is the most ordinary
logic: If you fight for Plan B, you accept the hydropower plant.” (P43)

Another interviewee who believes that Belo Monte is not yet an accomplished
fact claims to be prepared to do both: to stop the dam and to support affected
people in claiming their rights.

And  it  may  be  that  this  work  gets  stuck  in  the  middle,  because  the
disaster to come is not yet completed. It is better to avoid the disaster
than to have the total disaster. So, if tomorrow we had the means to stop
this dam – they can count on me. Now, if the fishers complain that they
are not receiving compensation they can count on me as well,  if  they
want.” (P47)

Yet  another  interviewee who participates  in  the monitoring  SMOs describes
Plan A and Plan B as two directions of a common form of action.

“We  show  that  this  licensing  process  is  completely  wrong,  that  it  is
disrespecting  the  law.  At  the  same time  we  are  fighting  for  it  to  be
obeyed, and for the rights of the population to be provided for, and we-
Like,  we are helping the social  movement to have information and to
have fuel for fighting against [Belo Monte, I.P.]. To say: 'Stop it all! This is
all wrong. Stop!' You give more information to this movement.” (P37)

While interviewees agree that the two factions of the social movement against
Belo Monte follow different strategies, they disagree about the implications of
this divergence for the cohesion of the social movement and the relationship
between organizations and activists. Some interviewees, like the first one cited
in this section, draw a clear line between the two factions. By contrast, the sec-
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ond and third interviewee imply that it is legitimate to combine both goals. The
perceived  relationship  between  Plan  A  and  Plan  B  has  implications  for  the
boundary-making between the two factions, which will be discussed in Section
5.4.

5.3.4 Preliminary Conclusion

The  analysis  of  the  collective  action  frame has  shown  that  the  Belo  Monte
project has a strong symbolic meaning for local activists in Altamira and Belém.
Interviewees associate the hydropower project with

1. an ideological dispute about development
2. the domination of Amazonia by external authorities
3. the manifestation of the neoliberal economic system, and
4. the launch of further hydropower projects in Amazonia.

From the local population's point of view, hydropower plants are a major threat
to their socio-environmental living space and, accordingly, to their cultures and
lifestyles. They do not oppose Belo Monte for the purpose of hampering the
economic development of Brazil, as the federal government, the  construction
industry, and parts of the Brazilian majority population claim. Instead, local ac-
tivists base their criticism of the neoliberal development model in general, and
of the Belo Monte project in particular, on the historical exploitation and politi-
cal abandonment of the region, which have resulted in social, political, and eco-
nomic  underdevelopment.  Civil  society  organizations  in  Altamira  and  Belém
seek to reconcile socio-environmental protection with socioeconomic advance-
ment. Despite the separation of the social movement in the course of the Belo
Monte conflict, activists across SMOs continue to promote a common develop-
ment concept that builds upon their historic struggle for development along the
Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu. This concept demands that the tradition-
al lifestyles of indigenous communities and forest peoples be acknowledged, as-
sured, and supported. Moreover, it requires state investments and technological
aid to carry out specific projects that promote small scale agriculture and live-
stock farming, which are believed to promote the sustainable use of resources,
create lasting benefits for the local population, and reduce the dependence on
imported foodstuff.

While both factions of the social movement promote the differentiated
development  concept  as  a  long-term solution  to  the region's  underdevelop-
ment, they have developed different understandings of and strategies for con-
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fronting the current conflict over the Belo Monte project. The analysis of the
collective action frame reveals controversies over

1. the current status of Belo Monte,
2. the social movement's role and influence in the conflict, and
3. the advantages and disadvantages of the mitigation measures.

The protest SMOs believe that the Belo Monte project can still be prevented.
Hence, they continue fighting it with all possible means and reject any negotia-
tions with the authorities, claiming that negotiations would imply consent with
the hydropower project. In contrast, the monitoring SMOs are convinced that
the project will be finalized. As a consequence, they follow a negotiation strate-
gy with the authorities and focus on development projects and mitigation mea-
sures with the objective of achieving  the best possible results for the region's
development.

To this point, the analysis shows that both the identities of local activists
and the collective action frame are heavily influenced by context conditions. In-
terviewees show a strong identification with the region and its unique charac-
teristics. On the one hand, they value and seek to maintain their socio-environ-
mental living space. On the other hand, they also aspire to a sustainable devel-
opment that improves the living conditions of the local population, while at the
same time preserving the diversity and productivity of biological systems. The
Belo Monte project is seen as an additional factor entering into the existing dy-
namics of collective action in Altamira. In this section, I have already alluded to
the impact of the Belo Monte project on the movement dynamics – specifically,
identity work and framing processes. The following section analyzes these dy-
namics in detail, focusing on the factors that promote cohesion and fragmenta-
tion in the social movement.

5.4 Movement Dynamics

The authorization of the Belo Monte project by Legislative Decree No. 788 of 13
July 2005 and the actual start of the construction works in July 2011 initiated se-
vere changes in the civil society of Altamira and in the social movement against
the Belo Monte Dam. Local  activists who had been affiliated with the newly
elected Workers' Party and had been fighting Belo Monte for almost 20 years
fell between two stools. They had to decide whether they wanted to remain loy-
al with the Workers' Party or with the social movement against Belo Monte. Ac-
tivists who had been working together for decades started to eye each other
suspiciously, and conflicts over loyalty and trust started to strain their personal
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and professional relationships. Moreover, the visible advancement of the con-
struction works caused disagreement among local activists about the status and
future development of the Belo Monte project, and about the organizations'
roles and responsibilities in the conflict. The way interviewees talk about  the
struggle and its implications for civil society and individual activists in Altamira
today indicates that the experiences have been traumatic for some individuals.

“Like,  the  social  movement  is  locally  shattered.  [...]  Imagine  yourself
fighting for 30 years for something not to happen, and then seeing the
thing  happen.  There  are  very  severe  trauma,  open  and  complicated
wounds that need to be cured, the alliances need to be re-established.”
(P37)

While  interviewees  lament  the  weakening  of  the  social  movement  and  the
rupture of activists' relationships, they also indicate that wounds can be healed
and  alliances  can  be  re-established  –  thereby  implying  a  positive  future  for
collective action in Altamira.

In this section, I analyze the processes of cohesion and fragmentation in
the social movement against Belo Monte that the interviewee alludes to in the
statement above and that form the central arguement of this chapter. While this
study initially intended to explain the persistence of the collective action and
the apparent cohesion of the social movement against Belo Monte, I found that
the movement has been suffering from fragmentation as a result of changing
context  conditions.  In  this  section,  I  propose that  the factors  promoting the
cohesion or the fragmentation of the social movement against Belo Monte can
be divided into internal factors (that is, factors arising from internal movement
dynamics that can be instrumentalized by activists) and external factors (that is,
factors arising outside the social movement). The first part of this section focus-
es on the processes of cohesion in the social movement against Belo Monte. I
argue that identity work, a number of working principles, leadership, framing
processes, and a founding myth are the most important internal factors that
contribute  to  the  development  and  maintenance  of  movement  cohesion.  A
common destiny and a common enemy are the most important external factors
promoting cohesion. The existence of a common purpose, which would further
contribute to movement cohesion, is ambiguous in the social movement against
Belo Monte. Hence, I analyze the interviewees' statements about the existence
and meaning of a common purpose in this section and resume the discussion in
Chapter  6, where I evaluate the  implications of a common purpose or a lack
thereof for movement cohesion and fragmentation. The second part of this sec-
tion focuses on the process of fragmentation, which was not originally included
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in the theoretical framework and emerged from the original data as an in-vivo
code. I start with a brief excursus for the purpose of defining the concept and
outlining existing research on factionalism in social movements. Then I analyze
the internal and external factors that contributed to the fragmentation of the
social movement against Belo Monte. I propose that a divergence of the collec-
tive action frame is the most important internal factor, while the election and
coming into office of the Workers' Party and its alleged strategy of bribing and
creating discord among the local population are among the external factors that
contributed to the movement's fragmentation. Towards the end of this section, I
assess the relationship between the two factions of the social movement and
the movement's boundaries towards outside agents.

5.4.1 Cohesion in the Social Movement

As discussed in Chapter 2, social movement scholars argue that a sense of cohe-
sion is fundamental for the development of collective action (Flesher Fominaya
2010b; Hunt and Benford 2004; Polletta and Jasper 2001; Teune 2008). Accord-
ing to Pearlman, cohesion is “the cooperation among individuals that enables
unified action”  (Pearlman 2011: 9). The cooperation of civil  society organiza-
tions in Altamira has a long history and relies on personal relationships between
activists. In the 1980s, the existing organizational structures and growing aware-
ness of social,  political, and economic problems facilitated the emergence of
collective action against hydropower plants in the Xingu River basin (cf. Section
5.1). The development and maintenance of movement cohesion was promoted
by internal and external factors until changing context conditions and the start
of the construction works initiated a process of fragmentation.

5.4.1.1 Internal Factors Promoting Cohesion

Identity work, a number of working principles, leadership, framing processes,
and a founding myth are the most important internal factors that contribute to
the development and maintenance of cohesion in the social movement against
Belo Monte.

Identity work

As discussed in Section 5.2, the social movement against Belo Monte deliberate-
ly created a collective identity – with I termed Amazonian Identity – to facilitate
the identification of the population and potential activists with the social move-
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ment. The establishment of Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Committee as fo-
rums for cooperation and exchange are considered decisive steps towards creat-
ing a common space (P21). Both organizations enable the inclusion of individu-
als who are not affiliated with a social movement organization and promote the
interaction of people and organizations, thus uniting the formerly scattered ac-
tivities (P3,  P19,  P21).  For  example,  the Metropolitan  Committee has  estab-
lished a methodology that regulates its decision making process with the objec-
tive of taking unanimous decisions (P3, P21, P43).

“So, methodologically, it means the development of a process of debat-
ing in search of consensus. Even if it is a partial consensus, but this has
been our proposal and our action. And it has been an experience, I be-
lieve, a learning experience for other struggles, for other organizations,
for other situations that offer this possibility to meet, to dialogue, and to
arrive at collective actions, in whatever field this may be.” (P21)

Local activists are particularly proud that Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Com-
mittee avoid confrontation between activists, and instead focus on the common
purpose and the development of collective activities that all activists can identi-
fy with. They claim that two factors are particularly important for sustaining co-
operation between SMOs – that is, analytically speaking, for maintaining move-
ment cohesion. The first aspect is the participants' acknowledgment that the
struggle against the Belo Monte Dam is larger than their individual understand-
ings, truths, and wishes, and much more than a struggle against a hydropower
plant (P21). The second aspect is the organizations' ability “to dialogue, to over-
come conflicts, and – following that – to articulate unity” (P21; also see  P55).
Hence, movement participants actively engage in identity work, which requires
them to abstract from their individual experiences, interests, and concerns, and
to seek dialog with other activists and affected people.

Interestingly, some activists claim that it is the task of the leadership to
set a good example and work toward a collective identity by promoting a contin-
uous dialog and elaborating common agendas and joint  activities  (P49).  The
demonstration of the leadership's unity towards the rank and file members pro-
motes a sense of unity in the movement, which can then be passed on to soci-
ety in order to raise awareness for the conflict and mobilize the public (P49).124

124 The role of leaders in the social movement against Belo Monte will be discussed further be-
low.
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Working Principles

Organizations and individuals in the social movement against Belo Monte base
their interaction on a number of working principles that reflect the unique char-
acteristics of the social movement. The strong heterogeneity of the movement
demands commitment and patience from local activists as they define their col-
lective identity and collective action frame.

The analysis of working principles shows that openness and the apprecia-
tion of diversity are particularly important in the social movement against Belo
Monte. The political and ideological orientation, ethnicity, and religion of move-
ment participants are considered irrelevant (P9, P16), while respect plays an im-
portant role (P1, P49). In order to show this diversity and the broad range of
people and organizations that oppose Belo Monte, its members take turns in
representing the social movement, participating in activities, and appearing in
public. The mobilization of young people in Belém is considered an important
improvement that was made possible by the creation of the Metropolitan Com-
mittee. Especially the university students are said to strengthen and accelerate
the movement (P1).

“And what we have here in Belém is this group of young people, people
from the universities, that do fantastic things, things you cannot imagine,
and they take it up, and go, and do it; and they know, they organize, they
debate in the schools, they go to the squares, to the streets and they do
it. When we look up, things are already happening. This is very cool. I
think this is cool.” (P1)

Emphasis is placed on autonomy, both within the movement (internal autono-
my) and vis-à-vis third parties (external autonomy). Internal autonomy refers to
the principle that every group can address its audience in the preferred form
and with emphasis on those aspects of the collective action frame that are par-
ticularly relevant for their members and followers (P1) – as long as they sub-
scribe to the common purpose of the movement (P3). Accordingly, there is little
control of the SMOs' activities.

“I do not need to be there to supervise it and say: 'Look, you have to do
this.' Everyone picks up the information, sets up his product, goes there,
and does it. I think this is what is cool, because you create ramifications
in all segments [...]” (P1)

Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Committee, in their function as forums of the
social movement, consolidate the different discourses and activities, and they
facilitate cooperation between SMOs, while at the same time ensuring their in-
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ternal autonomy (P21, P37). This way, the social movement organizations “main-
tain unity in diversity” (P16).

External autonomy refers primarily to the social movement's financial in-
dependence from third parties, including the state (P1, P19). In particular, the
acceptance of financial resources from companies that benefit from hydropow-
er is considered to be inconsistent with the movement's beliefs and objectives
(P1). External autonomy further refers to an ideological and organizational dif-
ferentiation from the state and the economy. Interviewees draw a clear line be-
tween the political sphere and the apolitical sphere of civil society, emphasizing
their adherence to the ideals of civil society and their efforts to remain “clean” –
a term that makes reference to corruption and nepotism in the political sphere
(P41).125 Nonetheless, national and international partners – for example, Inter-
national Rivers and Amazon Watch, among others (P19, P41) – play an impor-
tant role. They do not only provide financial support; they also raise awareness
of the issue, provide and disseminate information,  and exert political pressure
on decision makers (P3, P16, P27, P35).

While  openness  and internal  autonomy  enable  the  participation  of  a
broad range of people and organizations, they also require a significant level of
trust among social movement participants, which – according to interviewees –
is very strong in the social movement against Belo Monte.

“You can talk to anyone, you can go there and talk to anyone. Everyone
can speak, everyone who is part of the group can speak, is cognizant; we
have confidence in everyone, we have a very good relationship of trust
between the groups, although a group belongs to a party, another one
belongs to another party, another one belongs to a union, another one to
another.” (P1)

Interviewees admit that the cooperation between SMOs is intermittent in the
sense that organizations are not involved in all activities at all times (P21). Still,
openness and respect for otherness, autonomy of SMOs within the movement,
and trust in the loyalty and capacity of fellow activists enable cooperation be-
tween groups that would disagree in other contexts.

125 Members of the protest SMOs claim that the monitoring SMOs are no longer independent civ-
il society organizations as they participate in the administration of the government funds that
are allocated to the region through the PBA and PDRS Xingu.
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Leadership

The existence of leaders in the social movement against Belo Monte is a contro-
versial issue. Interviewees prefer to talk about the movement as a collectivity.
Being asked about possible leaders or representatives of the movement, they
react in many different ways. Their understandings of leadership are not only di-
verse, but also inconsistent in themselves.

In this section, I  categorize the interviewees' statements about leader-
ship for the purpose of systematizing their diffuse beliefs about leadership in
general, and their perception of leadership in the social movement against Belo
Monte in particular.126 The in-depth analysis of the data shows that interviewees
have different opinions about whether or not leadership in a social movement is
generally desirable, and how leadership is actually practiced in the social move-
ment against Belo Monte. Some activists believe that a social movement like the
one against Belo Monte should not have selected leaders. They argue that a so-
cial movement is a collective and that it is characterized by a decentralized net-
work structure (P1). Moreover, they claim that the shared responsibility protects
activists – to a certain extent – from harassment and persecution.

“The protest does not bear the face of a single person, it bears the face
of the Metropolitan Committee and of the Movement. So, the responsi-
bility for the protest rests with all of us. It is collective. This is important,
also for reasons of security, so that there are no leaders who could be
identified and arrested. This is why we do not appoint leaders.” (P21)

The argument also alludes to the internal autonomy mentioned above, which al-
lows any activist  to contribute to the collective action, take responsibility for
certain activities, and express leadership in the social movement (P1, P3, P21).127

Another group of interviewees claim that leadership is important in so-
cial movements – including in the social movement against Belo Monte. They
believe that it is necessary for a social movement to train and develop its lead-
ers (P27) and to pass on the leadership from one generation to the next (P27,

126 Throughout this section, I use the term leadership in accordance with the working definition
given on page 53 – that is, “the process of persuasion or example by which an individual (or
leadership team) induces a group to pursue objectives held by the leader or shared by the
leader and his or her followers” (Gardner 1993: 1). However, the purpose of this section is to
identify the attributes that local activists associate with leadership. Their leadership concept
will be further elaborated in Chapter 6.

127 Interviewees suggest that every participant in the social movement can “act out leadership”
(P3:480). This contradicts other statements and demonstrates the inconsistent use of terms
and the diffuse leadership concept.
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P41). Moreover, the burden of collective action should be shared between sev-
eral people in order to reduce the risk for the individual (P27). In accordance
with their understanding of leadership, these interviewees believe that the so-
cial movement against Belo Monte has various leaders (P3, P13).

Regardless of the interviewees' opinion about the desirability of leader-
ship in social movements in general, and their perception of the actual practice
of leadership in the social movement against Belo Monte in particular – intervie-
wees across SMOs acknowledge the existence of a few people that serve as
“points of reference” within and outside the movement (P1, P25). These historic
and contemporary leaders emerged over time; they were/are especially dedicat-
ed to the collective action and represent the fight in a particularly symbolic way
(P1, P53). These individuals are perceived to represent the entire movement,
and they share share a number of characteristics that I categorize as follows:

1. exceptional dedication (P1, P3, P21, P25, P35),
2. soft skills, in particular the ability to mobilize people and integrate the

collective action (P1, P13, P25, P25, P49),
3. symbolic meaning and wide representation (P1, P3, P16, P19, P51, P53),
4. experience and historic legitimacy (P3, P21, P49, P53, P55),
5. integrity and courage (P1, P3, P13, P16, P25, P31, P51), and
6. intellectual capacity (P21, P49, P51).

While these attributes describe some key characteristics of the leaders in the so-
cial movement against Belo Monte, they do not represent the social movemen-
t's leadership concept. In fact, it is questionable whether the participants in the
social movement would be able to agree on a common understanding of leader-
ship. The current practice of leadership differs across SMOs. While some SMOs
produce their own leadership (P21), only a small number of leaders are widely
recognized.

Interestingly,  the  self-perception  of  these  leaders  differs  slightly  from
their perception by others. They acknowledge that they fulfill certain roles with-
in the movement – for example, the coordination of activities. Yet, they neither
identify themselves as leaders, nor do they claim sole responsibility for the col -
lective action (P1, P43). Instead, they emphasize that the coordination of the so-
cial movement is a collective effort (P1, P9) and that they merely motivate the
affected population to take action (P49). While the leaders of the movement be-
lieve in the legitimacy and capacity of the people to make claims against their
authorities, they have made the experience that the population needs a mini-
mum of support and coordination (P49). Hence, they keep in contact and mod-
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erate meetings with the authorities but insist that the affected people are the
protagonists in the conflict (P41).

“When I met with Lula, I insisted Lula agree to my bringing along repre-
sentatives of the people. I was the one who talked least. Because I make
the people talk.” (P43)

Thus,  another important  attribute of  leaders in  the social  movement against
Belo Monte is their modesty and focus on empowering the people, whom they
consider the protagonists of the conflict.

To sum up, leadership is a controversial  issue in the social movement
against Belo Monte. Nonetheless, interviewees identify a few people who have
authority across SMOs and  represent the entire movement.  These individuals
share a number of characteristics. While they do not amount to a shared leader-
ship concept, these attributes are informative for the theoretical debate about
leadership in general, and in non-Western social movements in particular. I re-
sume this discussion in Chapter 6.

Framing Processes

Social movement scholars frequently emphasize that framing is a process of re-
current negotiations over meaning  (Benford and Snow 2000: 614; Herkenrath
2011: 47; McAdam et al. 1996: 6). According to Benford and Snow, social move-
ment organizations trying to forge alliances with other organizations and to re-
cruit  activists  employ  frame  bridging,  frame  amplification,  frame  extension,
and/or frame transformation to align their collective action frames with those of
other organizations or individuals (Benford and Snow 2000: 624–625). The anal-
ysis showed that frame bridging and frame extension play a particularly impor-
tant role in the negotiations over the meaning of Belo Monte.128

In accordance with the literature (cf. Chapter 2), participants in the social
movement against Belo Monte report that it is a challenge to create and main-
tain a feeling of  belonging among movement participants.  Yet, they consider
their efforts worthwhile because they claim to be working towards a common
purpose (P9).129 Some interviewees give particularly detailed accounts of how
individuals and organizations come to identify common interests and objectives,
which allow them to develop a sense of we-ness with the social movement. Ac-

128 In methodological terms, I derived the concept from the literature; however, its subcategories
emerged largely from the original data by means of constant comparison. Only in a second
step did I compare the subcategories to the exemplary framing processes described by Ben-
ford and Snow.
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cording to their  statements,  a similar  understanding of  the meaning of  Belo
Monte (diagnostic framing) is a prerequisite for cooperation. However, activists
also need a forum where they can meet and exchange information face-to-face.
This is a particular challenge in Amazonia, as the long distances, insufficient in-
frastructure, and lack of financial resources hamper regular meetings (cf.  Sec-
tion 5.1).

According to  Benford  and Snow,  collective  action frames have to res-
onate with the target audience – this means, they must be credible and salient –
in order to gather public support and mobilize new activists (Benford and Snow
2000: 619). Local activists in Altamira and Belém are particularly proud of having
created a comprehensive diagnostic frame that resonates with the most diverse
organizations and individuals.

“So, the coolest thing was precisely this: that all of them were able to
identify in the building of this dam the problem that they would bring to
their followers. And that was cool because they all delve into this topic
and when we talk, the things add up and they come together, and all this
is Belo Monte. All this is a summary of what will be the evils that this
dam will bring for all these segments within the community, within Ama-
zonia.” (P1)

While the diagnostic frame identifies a large array of topics, it also provides the-
matic linkages between the individual aspects and ensures that these add up to
a consistent picture of the Belo Monte conflict. From an analytical point of view,
framing processes, in which an organization first recognizes that its collective ac-
tion frame is  congruent with that of another organization or movement and
then establishes a link between the two frames, are called frame bridging. This
process may also occur on the individual level when a person realizes that his or
her grievances are shared by others.  A  noteworthy encounter, in which frame
bridging  took  place,  was  the  meeting  of  indigenous  peoples  and  fishers  in
October 2011. During the occupation of the Belo Monte construction site the
two groups organized a large assembly of their members.

“On that occasion they exchanged information about their problems. The
fishers spoke a bit about their feelings, the indigenous people told the
fishers about their experiences and they saw that the problems were sim-

129 The discussion about the existence and meaning of a common purpose is resumed in Chapter
6, where I evaluate the implications of a common purpose or a lack thereof for movement co-
hesion and fragmentation.
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ilar. And regarding those problems that were not similar, they understood
that there are other problems beyond their own problems.” (P21)

According to local activists, the personal exchange between the peoples of the
Xingu, which was sporadic in the past, is essential for the collective action be-
cause it can turn individual objectives into a collective purpose (P21).

The second framing process, next to frame bridging, that is relevant in
the collective action against Belo Monte is the extension of the diagnostic frame
in order to mobilize hitherto unmobilized segments of society. Frame extension
refers to the inclusion of aspects that extend beyond the SMO's primary inter-
ests but resonate with potential adherents (Benford and Snow 2000: 625). In or-
der to appeal  to people living in other municipalities or even other Amazon
states, the social movement against Belo Monte extended its collective action
frame. It offered a broader definition of who is affected and included the indi-
rect effects on people in other regions of Amazonia and beyond into its diagnos-
tic frame. Moreover, the movement worked towards defining a common pur-
pose – namely, the prevention of the dam construction – that is relevant to all
participants in the social movement, albeit for different motives (P1).

Moreover, a collective action frame has to be credible and salient. It has
to be relevant for and consistent with the beliefs, values, and experiences of the
population; and the person or organization disseminating the frame has to be
credible  (Benford and Snow 2000: 619–622). As this study shows, the framing
processes can be challenged by the complexity of the issue and the delay of tan-
gible effects. According to local activists, the start of the construction work and
the immediate experience of negative effects raised the awareness of the local
population (P51).  Yet,  like  Thomas the Apostle,  many people  only  believe in
what they see (P41; also see P55). As a consequence, local activists are often
frustrated  by  the  shortsightedness  of  other  community  members  (P29)  and
their preference for prompt rewards.

“In the theoretical debate, the people do not really believe in the theory,
in you saying: 'Guys, this is not the right path.' 'Yes, but what is the right
path? Which one is more immediate?' If I talk about projects, these will
take years until they are realized. If Norte Energia offers staple food, it
will  be sent within a week to 15 days. What then? Will […] [the other
community members, I.P.] believe in my theory, which says 'This is ours.
You have to fight for the project.'? They will not. They will not believe
this. This is what the problem is.” (P29) 

While interviewees acknowledge the neediness of the people and their prefer-
ence for the provision of basic consumer goods (P29), they also criticize their



5.4 Movement Dynamics 213

short-sightedness. Given their own ability to comprehend and anticipate long-
term developments, activists expect the communities to think ahead and ana-
lyze the possible prejudices that may arise from the acceptance of material and
financial resources (P29).

The activists'  detailed descriptions of  their  negotiations over meaning
shows that social movements have to accommodate different perceptions of re-
ality. Processes of frame alignment have played a crucial role in the social move-
ment against Belo Monte. They have contributed to a common understanding of
the conflict and of the collective action and have thus promoted cohesion in the
social movement.

Founding Myth

In addition to identity work and framing processes, I propose that a founding
myth, which emerged from the combination of identity work and framing pro-
cesses, contributed to cohesion in the social movement against Belo Monte.

The  social  movement  against  hydropower projects  at  the  Xingu  River
emerged in the 1980s as a reaction to the military government's plans to exploit
the river's hydroelectric potential.  Until  today, interviewees take pride in the
events that led to the prevention of the original project, the Kararaô Dam, in
1989. They claim that the First Encounter of the Indigenous Nations of the Xingu
taking place in Altamira in February of 1989 constitutes an important point of
reference for the collective action against Belo Monte (P31, P35, P37, P43). The
story of the indigenous female warrior Tuíra who placed her machete in the face
of  the  then  President  of  Eletronorte,  José  Antônio  Muniz  Lopes,  became  a
founding myth of the social movement (P53). The picture, which traveled the
world (P19, P37) and contributed to the prevention of the Kararaô Dam (P3), be-
came a symbol of the collective action against hydropower plants at the Xingu
River (P1, P31, P41).

“The Belo Monte project in '89, 1989, this is a fact that is frequently re-
ferred to, the image of the indigenous Tuíra with a machete in the face of
the president at that time of Eletronorte. Back than she showed that-
how much the indigenous peoples and the traditional  populations dis-
liked the  project.  It  became the symbol  of  the  indigenous  people  not
wanting the project.” (P55)

The event turned Tuíra into a role model for activists, and especially female ac-
tivists,  in  the  region.  Until  the  present  day,  interviewees  acknowledge  her
courage and daringness in the struggle against hydropower projects at the Xingu
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(P1). Yet, the event only became a point of reference for the start of the collec -
tive action because it  was framed as such. Local activists across SMOs enjoy
retelling the story, and by doing so they attribute meaning to the event. More-
over, they associate Tuíra's placing her machete in the face of Muniz Lopes with
courage and daringness, instead of choosing other interpretations of her behav-
ior.

The founding myth promotes cohesion in the social movement against
Belo Monte by enabling current activists to identify with former activists and to
build upon their actions and achievements. In this sense, the founding myth cre-
ates a sense of belonging that is effective over time and across generations, and
thus contributes to the collective identity of the social movement. Moreover,
the First Encounter of the Indigenous Nations of the Xingu of 1989 is repeatedly
framed as a significant event. It is deliberately classified as a symbol of the local
population's opposition to the project and of the strength and effectiveness of
their collective action. Hence, identity work and framing processes interact in
the definition and dissemination of a founding myth, and contribute to the es-
tablishment and maintenance of movement cohesion.

5.4.1.2 External Factors Promoting Cohesion

External factors promoting cohesion refers to dynamics that are induced by ex-
ternal circumstances or agents. I have identified a common destiny of the local
population and a common enemy as external factors that promote cooperation
among local activists and organizations. According to Pearlman, a common pur-
pose further contributes to cohesion in a social movement (Pearlman 2011: 9).
Yet, the existence of a common purpose in the social movement against Belo
Monte is ambiguous. As local activists name different objectives as their suppos-
edly “common” purpose, I argue that this debate actually constitutes a threat to
movement cohesion.  Therefore,  the  activists'  different  understandings of  the
movement's purpose merit a separate discussion (see below).

Common Destiny

The analysis of social identities in Section  5.2 has shown that  the lifestyles of
fishers, indigenous,  and riverine peoples are very similar.  They share a living
space (P35) and rely on natural resources to make a living. Hence, they will be
affected in equal measure by the effects of the dam (P25). Despite their differ-
ent social identities, the peoples of the Xingu River basin have created a sense
of unity and solidarity based on an issue that unites them: the river (P25, P27,
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P51). Interviewees propose that the common dependence on the river and the
shared  understanding  of  being  affected  and  threatened  by  the  hydropower
project create a sense of common destiny among the various peoples of the re-
gion.

“The only certainty they have is that their current way of life will no more
be the same. So, maybe – and this is my hypothesis – maybe this enables
them to speak out against the project in a more or less united way, al-
though for many different reasons [...].” (P55)

In this sense, uncertainty is an important factor that makes people recognize
what they have in common and articulate their opposition to the project (P55.

Moreover, interviewees explain that large parts of the local population
consider the Belo Monte project as something inevitable. As discussed in Sec-
tion 5.3, the region along the Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu has experi-
enced various cycles of development in the past. They were typically induced by
outside agents – as opposed to local initiatives – and excluded the local popula-
tion from influence and ownership. As a consequence, local people tend to feel
that the socioeconomic development of their region – and ultimately their per-
sonal well-being – depends on others. This perception is shared by various peo-
ples of the region and fosters their understanding of a common destiny.

Common Enemy

As discussed in Chapter  2,  the sense of belonging to a collectivity (we) is con-
structed in contrast to other actors (them). Hence, it is important for the social
movement to define who is inside the movement and who is outside, who is
friend and who is foe. Local activists in Belém and Altamira claim that collective
action against Belo Monte is made possible by the existence of a common ene-
my (P51). But who is this enemy?

“Our challenge is to convince the people who are on the other side, the
rank and file of the PT, the ones at the grassroots of the parties, that the
enemy is someone else, it is not us. The enemy are the companies. The
enemy is this authoritarian attitude of the federal government. The ene-
my are the consequences that we are suffering because of this venture,
which are building up, they are building up for those who are fighting for
the truth,  for justice,  to stop Belo Monte,  because the  government  is
wrong.” (P9)

Local activists do not only identify the authorities and the construction industry
as their enemies; they also talk of abstract antagonists like “the consequences”
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of Belo Monte. Moreover, they differentiate between the federal government
and its authoritarian attitude (P9), thus distinguishing the actor from the ac-
tions. This differentiation gives members of the Workers' Party the opportunity
to participate in the collective action without having to dissociate themselves
from the party.

“INTERVIEWER: So, this also opens up a space for members of the PT to
participate in the fight?
RESPONDENT: Yes. It depends on them whether they accept this. And the
challenge is  that  they  convince  themselves  of  this.  Because there  are
many PT members who participate in the struggle in Belém and in other
states. And they are PT members, but they are seeing that this is wrong.
As you said, the enemy is not the government itself; it is the attitude of
the Government.” (P9)

Hence, the social movement differentiates between, on the one hand, the PT
government – or more precisely, the members of the Workers' Party, many of
whom are (former) comrades of the social movement participants – and, on the
other hand, the attitude of the PT government with respect to the Belo Monte
Dam (P3). This allows individuals to retain internal consistency in their relation-
ship with the Workers' Party.130

Moreover, the social movement exculpates the PT government to a cer-
tain extend by blaming the economy and the circumstances for the PT govern-
ment's decision to revive the project.

“Perhaps  the  Lula  government  and  the  Dilma  government  are  only
agents of this state in order to build Belo Monte. It is part of an articulat-
ed  project,  several  infrastructure  programs  aimed  at  facilitating  the
turnover of large ventures of mining, of agribusiness in the Amazon. So
all this causes Belo Monte to be something strategic for the government
of the Brazilian state.” (P53; also see P27 and P31)

This statement points again towards the larger meaning of the the Belo Monte
Dam. Interviewees consider the project as a door opener that will pave the way
for the increasing exploitation of the region. Interestingly, the strategic decisions
of the federal government are dissociated from the Lula and Dilma administra-
tions, which are seen as mere agents of the state. This implies the existence of

130 I propose that the resumption of the hydropower project by the Workers' Party caused cogni-
tive dissonance among the party members at the grassroots level. I discuss this issue further
below.
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structures and dynamics that are independent of the staffing of the administra-
tion.

Summing up, the identification of a common enemy promotes the cohe-
sion of the social movement against Belo Monte. Various SMOs support the col-
lective action strategy and address their grievances and claims to the federal
government and the consortium of operating companies Norte Energia, as they
agree that these represent the common enemy of the local population.

5.4.1.3 Threats to Cohesion: Is There a Common Purpose?

Throughout this chapter, I have repeatedly alluded to a potential common pur-
pose of the social movement against Belo Monte. According to the literature, a
common purpose is an important factor that contributes to movement cohesion
(cf. Pearlman 2011: 9). The analysis of the primary data shows that movement
participants do not only disagree about the definition of a common purpose but
even about its sheer existence.

“Look, today the protest against Belo Monte follows several lines. There
are many voices but they follow different lines. Some voices call for com-
pensation, to improve their compensation. Other voices call for a general
recognition of people who are affected and should be compensated. And
there are also the voices of those who fight against Belo Monte, those
who indeed refuse to accept the construction of Belo Monte. So, there
are various lines of action.” (P19)

Activists from the ranks of the protest SMOs claim that some organizations have
ceased to represent the interests of the Xingu Vivo Movement (P19, P43). While
some interviewees emphasize the divergence of the two factions (P13), others
state in passing that the social movement has a common purpose – albeit with-
out  explicating what  they mean by this  (P3,  P19,  P41,  P51).  In  terms of  in-
group/out-group differentiation,  some interviewees downplay the differences
between the two factions (P35), while others identify different objectives and
strategies (P39). How can these different perceptions be explained?

The in-depth analysis of the interview data shows that an analytical dif-
ferentiation between different types of objectives is useful for understanding
what segments pursue a common purpose at what stages in the collective ac-
tion. I propose that one should differentiate between the superior objective of
the social movement and the instrumental goals that SMOs pursue throughout
the process.
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Interviewees who explicate what they perceive to be the common pur-
pose of the social movement generally refer to objectives that can be classified
as follows:131

1. to stop Belo Monte: This group of activists claim that the common pur-
pose  of  the  social  movement  is  to  achieve  the  abandonment  of  the
project (P1, P3, P9, P19, P53). According to these interviewees the cre-
ation of Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Committee as forums contrib-
uted to the alignment of the collective action and to the definition of the
common purpose (P3, P19).

2. to defend life: Another group of activists claim that the common purpose
of the movement is to defend life and to defend the people (P16, P23,
P25, P49). From their point of view, the struggle for human rights is an is -
sue that unites organizations (P16).

3. to ensure rights: These activists claim that the interests of SMOs are di-
verse but overlapping with respect to the fight for rights (P37). This pur-
pose has to be considered in the context of the persistent infringement
of rights in the region (P48).

4. to achieve differentiated development: Referring to the original purpose
of the MDTX, some interviewees claim that the differentiated develop-
ment of the region continues to be the common purpose of the social
movement against Belo Monte (P35).

5. to ensure the fulfillment of the conditions: A central activity of the moni-
toring SMOs is to control Norte Energia's compliance with the conditions
(P19, P39). Some activists believe that only certain SMOs pursue this ob-
jective (P19). However, other interviewees claim that the fight for mitiga-
tion is a common purpose of the social movement (P35).

While some interviewees believe that SMOs within the movement pursue differ-
ent objectives, others claim that there is a common purpose. However, even the
latter group disagrees on the definition of the supposedly “common” purpose. I
propose that this inconsistency does not imply that the social movement lacks a
common purpose. Instead, the existence of diverse but supposedly shared ob-
jectives mirrors the strong heterogeneity of the movement and the thematic
scope of the collective action frame. I propose that the objectives mentioned
above are relevant in different  contexts and with respect to different planning

131 It should be noted that the categories are not mutually exclusive, as local activists tend to sup-
port several of these objectives. Hence, the categorization represents an analytical separation
that aims to show what objectives are presented as the single most important and, most no-
tably, common objectives of the activists.
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intervals. The movement shares a superior objective – that is, the long-term sus-
tainable development of the region. However, the two factions have defined dif-
ferent instrumental goals, which they pursue throughout the process. As this ar-
gument goes beyond the analysis of the original interview material,  I  will  re-
sume the discussion in Chapter  6, where I  take the empirical discussion to a
higher level of abstraction and evaluate the fragmentation of the social move-
ment against Belo Monte.

5.4.2 Fragmentation in the Social Movement

Throughout this chapter, I have gradually established the rationale for my cen-
tral argument: I propose that the election and coming into office of the Workers'
Party, which has a strong basis in Altamira, had severe repercussions for the so-
cial movement against Belo Monte. It induced a divergence of the collective ac-
tion frame and an identity crisis among activists, which in turn resulted in the
fragmentation  of the social movement. This part of the section demonstrates
how internal and external factors contributed to this development.  I start with
an excursus on factionalism in social movement studies. The concept was not
originally included in the theoretical framework and emerged from the original
data as an in-vivo code. Afterward, I discuss the process of fragmentation and
identify the contentious issues that caused the controversies in the collective ac-
tion frame. This is followed by an assessment of the movement's boundaries
and the relationship between the two movement factions.

5.4.2.1 Excursus: Factionalism in Social Movement Studies

Since the late 1960s, social movement scholars have investigated factionalism in
social  movements  (Gerlach and Hine 1970;  Zald  and Ash 1966).  Shriver  and
Messer credit Gamson's seminal analysis  (1975) for demonstrating that move-
ment failure is often preceded and caused by factionalism (Shriver and Messer
2009: 163). Much of the social movement literature considers fragmentation to
be a normal phase in the life cycle of a social movement. According to Mauss,
the social movement life cycle consists of five stages: (1) incipiency, (2) coales-
cence, (3) institutionalization, (4) fragmentation, and (5) demise  (Mauss 1975:
62–65). While Mauss identifies a “normal fragmentation” that results from the
very success of the social movement  (Mauss 1975: 64), conflict and pressure
can cause the fragmentation of a social movement at any stage in its life cycle
(Oberschall 1973: 143; Smelser 1962: 304–305). Social movement researchers
have developed different explanations as to when and why fragmentation oc-
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curs. A review of their findings seems useful in the present study, as the “normal
fragmentation” described by Mauss does not adequately reflect the dynamics in
the social movement against Belo Monte.

Kretschmer (2013) provides a systematic overview of the research on fac-
tions and factionalism. She defines a faction as “a subgroup within a larger orga-
nization that is in conflict with other members of that organization” (Kretschmer
2013:  443).  While Kretschmer refers to intra-organizational  conflict,  the term
has also been used to denote inter-organizational conflict – that is, factions in a
social movement. According to Kretschmer, movements split into factions when
a subgroup develops a distinct collective identity that distinguishes it from the
rest of the movement. Research typically focuses on the causes, evolvement,
and  consequences  of  factionalism,  including  its  different  stages  (Kretschmer
2013: 443).132

Moreover, scholars have focused on internal factors (Gamson 1975; Zald
and Ash 1966) and external factors that cause movements to break apart (Balser
1997; Shriver and Messer 2009). They have found that external factors may pro-
voke  fragmentation  along  hitherto  irrelevant  internal  fault  lines  (Lau  and
Murnighan 1998; also see Hart and Van Vugt 2006; Stark and Bainbridge 1985).
This finding is particularly interesting for the Belo Monte study. Kretschmer fur-
ther claims that  “[u]nderstanding which environmental  conditions exacerbate
factionalism and which conditions dampen internal organizational conflict can
provide us with a better understanding of how social movement fields evolve
over time” (Kretschmer 2013: 445).

The Belo Monte study is particularly well suited to contribute to this re-
search strand, as it provides an insight into how changes in the context condi-
tions resulted in the fragmentation of the social movement. Moreover, it broad-
ens the geographical range of empirical studies, given that many existing studies
focus on Western industrialized countries (Balser 1997; Breines 2006; Cable and
Shriver 2010; Shriver and Messer 2009). According to Foweraker, the risk of frag-
mentation is inherent in social movements, and even more so in Brazil, where
inequality in terms of socioeconomic conditions and access to public services
make it difficult for social movements to construct alliances  (Foweraker 1995:
46). A case study from the Brazilian Amazon can contribute to this strand of re-
search and extend the range of known context conditions by some unique fac-
tors.

132 Examples include Dyck and Starke (1999), Pondy (1967), and Worchel et al. (1992).
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5.4.2.2 Internal Factors Promoting Fragmentation

Local activists in the social movement against Belo Monte are well aware that
fragmentation is an inherent risk in any social movement. While praising the
movement's  diversity  and  their  own  efforts  at  creating  unity,  they  are  well
aware that the different lifestyles, perspectives, behaviors, and discourses con-
stitute a natural threat to the movement's cohesion (P53). Interviewees recount
that a small number of organizations and individuals left the movement volun-
tarily, either because they changed their mind about the Belo Monte project
(P1, P3), or because they did not agree to the working principles of the social
movement (P21). The withdrawal of some participants whose beliefs and behav-
ior did not accord with those of the movement did not cause much harm. In
contrast, a divergence of the collective action frame contributed significantly to
the fragmentation of the social movement. While  local  activists across SMOs
share a common understanding of the contentious issue, they have arrived at
different evaluations of the project's recent development. During the Cardoso
administration, the organizations that have come to constitute the monitoring
SMOs still participated in the struggle against Belo Monte because “really the
project was very different” back then (P41).133 However, with the authorization
and advancement of the construction under the Lula administration, some ac-
tivists started to question the social movement's strategy and prospects of suc-
cess. Based on a thorough reassessment of the situation they realized that their
own beliefs and strategies did no longer align with those of the social move-
ment.

In hindsight, some activists take a very critical stance on the movement's
strategy before the fragmentation.

“So, all this was bad because- It was always like, 'There is no Belo Monte.
There is no Belo Monte.' So, the scenario with Belo Monte – no one pre-
pared for this. The movements did not prepare; thus, when we came here
a year ago, and I saw the things as they were- [...] Goodness, everyone
worked to prevent Belo Monte. Only that in the meantime Belo Monte
was approved, and lots of things are about to happen.” (P41)

Conflict about the status and future development of the hydropower project led
to the renegotiation of the collective action frame and the development of dis-
tinct strategies for collective action. Local activists that came to join the moni -
toring SMOs explain that they could not ignore Belo Monte in their strategic
planning  (P41)  although  they  disapprove  of  the  project  on  a  personal  level

133 Fernando Henrique Cardoso was President of Brazil from 1 January 1995 until 1 January 2003.
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(P39). They recount that the renegotiation of the collective action frame started
in early 2008, at a time when the federal government started to pay attention to
and invest in the region. This offered opportunities for local organizations to
promote their development projects and demand the reparation of the historic
exploitation and abandonment of the region (P39). As a result of the changing
context conditions and the prospect of regional development, these organiza-
tions shifted their strategic focus.

“Then there was a complete change. On the one side, there were the in-
digenous, all  the national organizations, all  the international organiza-
tions. Their objective was only this: to stop Belo Monte. From the mo-
ment when the government started to override the licensing process and
proceed to carry out the project on any account against all this here, sev-
eral  organizations  adopted  different  positions.  As  a  result,  the  two
groups of organizations that we talked about yesterday emerged.” (P37)

While the protest SMOs continue to focus on the prevention of  Belo Monte
(Plan A), the monitoring SMOs place particular emphasis on the monitoring of
the various development projects, negotiations with the government, and the
counseling of dam affected people (Plan B). They believe that the latter activity
is a key task for local civil society organizations; but one that was neglected in
the early phase of the project's implementation.

“Who is left outside is the local population that needs more precise, more
truthful guidance because the guidance by the company is never truthful,
as there is an economic interest behind it. [...] If we have the information,
we can teach the affected person that he has other rights.” (P41)

Interviewees from the ranks of the monitoring SMOs lament that the movemen-
t's focus on preventing Belo Monte distracted them from creating neighborhood
associations and moderating the dialog between the population and the author-
ities. As a result, the monitoring SMOs committed themselves to providing this
service to the local population after changing their strategic focus. Interestingly,
interviewees give different explanations for the renegotiation of the collective
action frame and the change in strategy. They either claim

1. that the fight against Belo Monte had become futile (P41), or
2. that the movement had to diversify its  strategies because confronting

Belo Monte did not suffice anymore (P35), or
3. that some organizations withdrew for strategic reasons (P39).

The different motives (or rather, purported explanations) for the movement's
separation are interesting because they result  in different perceptions of the



5.4 Movement Dynamics 223

current relationship between protest and monitoring SMOs, which will be dis-
cussed further below. In more general terms, they demonstrate how different
perceptions of changing context conditions can initiate the renegotiation of the
collective action frame, the development of distinct strategies for collective ac-
tion,  and  ultimately  the fragmentation of  a  social  movement.  Based  on the
above analysis, I propose that a divergence of the collective action frame is the
most important internal factor that promoted the fragmentation of the social
movement against Belo Monte.

5.4.2.3 External Factors Promoting Fragmentation

External factors promoting fragmentation refers to dynamics that are induced
by external circumstances or agents. The coming into office of the Workers' Par-
ty altered the context conditions for the social movement against Belo Monte
and challenged its cohesion. In addition, the government's behavior towards the
local  population  and  its  financial  support  for  individuals  and  certain  social
groups – which is largely perceived as bribery – promoted the fragmentation of
the movement.

Changing Alliances

The coming into office of PT leader and former President Lula in January 2003
initiated significant changes in the context conditions for civil society in Brazil.
The political  agenda that  the PT government pursued in  the following years
came as a surprise to many activists and party members (P55).

“This  struggle subsided precisely as a result  of  this party, because we
thought that it would be the solution for our country, and then it turned
out to be the betrayal of the party's very conscience.” (P31)

Interviewees explain that social movements in Brazil experienced great confu-
sion when the PT came into government. Given that the party is solidly based in
grassroots activism, many organizations struggled to maintain their identity as
civil society organizations and to differentiate themselves from those actors that
came to form the government (P53). The close relationships and multiple affilia-
tions of activists and party members blurred the boundaries between civil soci-
ety and politics. Moreover, CSOs experienced a significant loss of qualified per-
sonnel who changed from the sphere of civil society into politics (P3, P31, P53).

Interviewees attribute the fragmentation of social movements in Brazil to
several factors. Some of them are directly related with the change of govern-
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ment – for example, the quarrel between the PT and civil society, and the co-op-
tation of activists.134 Other factors are external but happen to fall into the same
time period – for example the lack of resources and the decline in international
cooperation (P3, P53). Co-optation by the government is frequently mentioned
as a central reason for the demobilization of civil society in Brazil (P3, P9, P13).
Interviewees claim that the allocation of resources to foundations and NGOs,
which increased under the Lula administration, tied their hands and prevented
them from assuming a role of opposition to the government (P29).

The changing context conditions also impacted upon the collective action
against the Belo Monte Dam in Altamira and, to a lesser degree, in Belém. On
the one hand, Altamira had an active civil society with a strong collective identi-
ty (P55). On the other hand, it was susceptible to conflict with the Workers' Par -
ty. The majority of the organizations and activists that initiated the collective ac-
tion against hydropower projects at the Xingu in the 1980s were affiliated with
the PT. Unionism was particularly strong at that time, and local organizations
and unions  in  Altamira  were keen  to  establish  ties  with  the newly  founded
Workers' Party (P31). Relations were still close when the PT came into power.
When Lula visited Altamira on 22 June 2010, he was the most popular president
of the country with a 90% approval rate that, according to interviewees, allowed
him to go anywhere in Brazil and demand that things be done his way (P55).135

However, during his visit to Altamira the social movement against Belo Monte
organized a protest event that attracted much attention. The movement's hostil-
ity, a quarrel about the admission of spectators to the venue, and the protest
against Belo Monte – which culminated in the burning of a Lula puppet – se-
verely disrupted the event (P13, P23) and strained the relationships of local ac-
tivists. Many participants in the social movement against Belo Monte were affili-
ated with the Workers' Party, and some of them refused to participate in the
collective action on the day of the visit (P55).

“This visit caused a fracture. It caused a fracture in the social movement
because many people who were against Belo Monte, well, they were not
against Lula. So, 'I am against a government project, but I am not against
the government'. Only that, well, Lula came here and ridiculed the move-

134 Co-optation refers to “ameliorative gestures in the direction of meeting and neutralizing the
movement's criticisms” (Mauss 1975: 60). It focuses on “diluting, demobilizing, depoliticizing,
and disempowering” (Coy 2013: 281) the movement by formally including it into the authority
system (Coy 2013: 280–281).

135 While this figure is reported by an interviewee, it is true that Lula left office with an approval
rate of 87%. His approval in the North and central East of Brazil – that is, in the Amazon region
– did indeed reach 90% towards the end of his second term (Campanerut 2010).
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ment against  Belo Monte.  So,  there are people whose sense of  being
petista136 and lulista137 was stronger than their sense of being against
Belo Monte. At that moment, completely contradictory issues came up,
so this caused a divide in the movement, and at that moment the FVPP
left the Xingu Forever Alive Movement.” (P37)

Lula's visit to Altamira forced party members, who were struggling with divided
loyalties  between  the Workers'  Party  and the  social  movement  against  Belo
Monte, to take a stance on the contentious issue. As a result, they developed
different strategies for dealing with the new situation.

Some party members felt betrayed by Lula and the Workers' Party (P31,
P43). Claiming that the party changed its position regarding Belo Monte, they
decided that the PT did no longer represent their interests (P45) and resigned
from their party membership (P1, P27). Especially activists in leadership posi-
tions felt impelled to deliberately choose between their party membership and
the social movement (P35).  According to local activists, some party members
were even expelled because they opposed the party's  official  position (P31).
Other  activists  in  Altamira  and Belém remained loyal  to  the  Workers'  Party.
Those activists and organizations that came to form the monitoring SMOs modi-
fied their activism and now follow what has been described as Plan B (cf. Sec-
tion 5.3). By contrast, there are some former activists who gained offices in the
government or within the party (P3, P31, P37, P43). While some of these people
remain quiet with respect to Belo Monte (P9), others have started to promote
the project (P1, P53).

Conflicts over divided loyalties not only affected the social movement on
the organizational level in that they induced the fragmentation into protest and
monitoring SMOs. The fact that the Belo Monte project is being implemented by
a supposedly left-wing government, which was expected to put social change
into practice, also caused personal disappointment with the party and its lead-
ership (P27, P55).

“So, Belo Monte represents two things: on the one hand, it represents a
grievous blow against social movements, environmental movements, and
indigenous peoples along the Xingu, who resisted for thirty years, and
against a government that was elected with the votes of social move-
ments and that called itself an ally of the people of the Xingu. So, the im-
plementation of the hydropower project is a hefty blow because the peo-

136 A petista is a partisan of the Workers' Party (PT in its Portuguese abbreviation).
137 A lulista is a supporter of former President Lula.
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ples of the Xingu voted for Lula because they believed he would not build
the hydropower plant. So, this is a grievous blow.” (P1)

Local activists lament that the PT of all parties was the one that reconsidered
the implementation of  hydropower projects  – despite  having fought  the ex-
ploitation of the environment alongside civil society organizations during its ear-
ly years (P31, P35, P45). Beyond their disillusion with the party's political U-turn,
some activists feel betrayed by Lula on a personal level and claim that the for-
mer president deliberately lied to them (P45).

“Here [in Altamira, I.P.], the resistance against Belo Monte identified it -
self with the PT, or the PT identified itself with the resistance against Belo
Monte. That was until Lula took office. When we found out that Lula had
changed his mind, we were totally disillusioned. Oh my God, how could
he do this?” (P45)

Interviewees criticize that Lula of all people was the one who authorized the
Belo Monte project, given that he had shown interest in environmental issues
and defended the rights of workers in the past (P27). Interviewees describe Lula
as a very charismatic person, a leader, and a symbol of the social struggle in
Brazil (P35, P55). Several members of the social movement had the opportunity
to meet him personally and to bring forward their criticism of Belo Monte. On
these occasions, the former president promised to continue the dialogue,  to
compensate the affected people, to avoid past mistakes, and to only authorize
the project if it was to everyone's advantage (P45). Yet, over time local activists
realized that Lula was not going to keep his promises and that the government
was not interested in any dialog with the population (P45).

To sum up, the coming into office of the Workers' Party had repercus-
sions on the social movement against Belo Monte – both on the organizational
and  the  individual  level.  When  the  PT  changed  its  position  regarding  Belo
Monte, local activists had to choose between their loyalty to the party and their
opposition to the Belo Monte project. While many people toe the party line
thinking that all questions are being answered (P45), the protest SMOs believe
that the PT administration is fomenting conflict among activists and bribing the
local population into acceptance.

Bribery and Discord

Local  movement  participants  frequently  denounce the efforts  of  the federal
government and Norte Energia to create discord among the local people and
particularly among the participants in the social movement. From their point of
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view, the financial support for the region and the employment opportunities of-
fered by Norte Energia form part of the strategy to silence the opponents of
Belo Monte – preferably those who are opinion leaders in their family or com-
munity (P25, P29, P31).

“And the proof of this is that now they caught some leaders and bought
their plots for X thousand. Why? To shut the mouth of the population. It
was the first- one of the first acts of strong arbitrariness [...] No govern-
ment should buy the dignity of a people. So, by buying the dignity of that
leadership, they were buying the dignity of the people whom that leader-
ship represented. That way they managed to intrude into some commu-
nities, to manipulate them for peanuts.” (P27)

Some people who came to consider the project inevitable and were afraid of
ending up “floating in the water” accepted the compensation and stopped fight-
ing Belo Monte (P13). As local activists acknowledge, poor people often lack the
capacities and the courage to participate in the struggle and resist the authori-
ties (P25, P31, P47). Moreover, many traditional peoples and settlers in the rural
areas around Altamira have made the experience that development follows a
cyclical pattern, and consider the Belo Monte project yet another cycle that they
have to endure.

“And for most fishers and farmers it is not interesting, because they have
experienced  everything  that  I  told  you  about  these  cycles,  and  they
managed to get through these cycles, so they think that they will also get
through this one, but they still did not realize that this cycle is the worst
of all that we have had [...]” (P25)

Indeed, some people wait without taking any action for the authorities to fulfill
their promises (P43). While activists are frustrated about the population's apa-
thetic behavior and failure to take action (P35), they also understand that the
people's focus on material benefits offered by the authorities is a direct result of
the abandonment of the region (P13).

“We say: He changed sides and so on. But in fact it is a consequence of
the project itself on the people. What can you say? The guy has always
been hit hard, so to speak. When someone comes and offers something
to him, will you take it from him? Do you understand? That is it, this is
difficult. Very difficult. The indigenous peoples and some of the riverine
people  changed  sides  precisely  because  of  the  situation  of  extreme
poverty, in which they live.” (P55)
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The government's strategy of buying the population's consent affects various
social  groups;  however,  interviewees  claim  that  the  indigenous  are  hit
particularly  hard. From their  point  of  view,  the provision of  staple  food and
other short-lived items to indigenous communities is a deliberate strategy to
break their resistance (P16,P23, P37, P47).

“And today the indigenous peoples are being treated as puppets – that is,
as marionettes – in the hands of the government. This means, they do
what the government wants. They do not react. They are silent – because
of what? They are being manipulated, they are being co-opted for the
purpose of  preventing that there be an active indigenous voice in the
struggle against Belo Monte.” (P19)

Local  activists  assess  that  the federal  government's  co-optation strategy  has
created  conflict  between  different  social  groups  and  played  indigenous
communities off against each other (P29, P35). Diverging beliefs and interests,
on the one hand, and the rapid and uncomplicated provision of financial and
material resources, on the other hand, have motivated individuals to found new
communities for the purpose of  receiving additional  money and goods (P29,
P35, P53). Some indigenous leaders are able to convince their fellows of the ne-
cessity to remain independent in their economic activities in general, and re-
garding food supply in particular. Yet, other leaders fall for the offers of Norte
Energia  and neglect  investments  in  infrastructure  and production (P29).  This
short-term orientation causes concern among indigenous and non-indigenous
activists who fear that the dependence of entire communities upon provisions
by Norte Energia creates a state of dependence that will ultimately destroy the
native cultures and lifestyles beyond recovery (P29, P35, P55).

“There is a new way of defeating the indigenous peoples, the auricide in
addition to genocide and ethnocide. It kills the culture and the communi-
ty organization of the indigenous with money. And this assault may be
worse, and more subtle, and unabashed because it kills the culture and
the social organizations of the indigenous peoples under the pretence of
solidarity, and under the cover of compensation to mitigate the impacts
and negative effects of Belo Monte. I would never say that the indige-
nous are in favor of Belo Monte. After having lived at the margins of soci-
ety,  enduring hardship,  and being rejected by the majority  society for
centuries, they are suddenly in the spotlight and presented with all kinds
of presents and benefits. Who will advise them not to accept these bene-
fits? Only that behind them, there is a system, a strategy to break the re-
sistance of the indigenous peoples.” (P45)
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According to local activists, many communities fail to understand the process
and to trust in the intermediators because they are overwhelmed by the sudden
provision of  policies  and resources  (P37,  P43).  Hence,  interviewees are  con-
cerned that by the time communities understand that they have been betrayed
it will be too late to preserve their culture and lifestyle (P43).

In a nutshell, the coming into office of the Workers' Party promoted the
fragmentation of the social movement against Belo Monte because it altered
the context of its activities. Interviewees claim that the movement was chal-
lenged  by  changing  alliances,  co-optation,  the  loss  of  qualified  personnel,
bribery, discord, and resentments against the PT and its leadership because of
the party's political U-turn. The changing context conditions are an external fac-
tor; however, their impact on the social movement resulted from framing pro-
cesses or, more specifically,  negotiations among SMOs about the meaning of
these developments. Eventually, the changing context conditions contributed to
the development of diverging frames and the fragmentation of the social move-
ment.

5.4.2.4 Factions and Movement Boundaries

As discussed in Chapter 2, the delineation of movement boundaries is an inte-
gral part of collective identity and an important aspect of identity work. It aims
to create internal cohesion and a sense of we-ness inside the movement while
at the same time differentiating it from other groups (Rucht 2002: 331).

Movement  participants  in  Altamira  have  different  opinions  about  the
fragmentation of the social movement against Belo Monte and about the cur-
rent  boundaries  between  the protest  and monitoring SMOs,  which  emerged
from  this  fragmentation.  Interviewees  from  the  ranks  of  the  protest  SMOs
harshly criticize the negotiation strategy of the monitoring SMOs. From their
point of view, the fight for mitigation, compensation, and the recognition of af-
fected people is not consistent with the objectives of the Xingu Vivo Movement
(P19) because it requires an organization to have accepted the construction of
the Belo Monte Dam as a fact (P43). Although many activists that are nowadays
affiliated with the monitoring SMOs are former participants in the social move-
ment in Altamira, they are said to have abandoned the strict opposition to Belo
Monte (P19, P51).

“So, many leaders – including leaders that were part of the Xingu Forever
Alive Movement in the past – withdrew from the movement because they
were commanded by the government. They were either given an office or
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a commission,  or they were pressured by the government party.”  (P3;
also see P31)

Members of the protest SMOs claim that several organizations and activists gave
in to the pressure of the federal government (P1) or confirmed their loyalty to
the PT because they were afraid of losing or missing out on potential benefits
(P13). Interviewees are especially critical of former leaders of the social move-
ment of whom they expect high moral integrity. From their point of view, there
is no excuse and justification for activists and organizations that remain quiet in
the face of injustice (P9). From the protest SMOs point of view, the Foundation
has basically become a government agency (P19, P31) that supports the con-
struction of the Belo Monte Dam (P27) and whose close relationship with the
Workers' Party hampers its participation in the Xingu Vivo Movement (P37). As a
consequence, members of the Xingu Vivo considered it necessary to dissociate
themselves from the Foundation (P27).

Local activists who participate in the monitoring SMOs counter the above
argument and claim that their change in strategy demonstrates their sense of
reality and their responsibility for the local population. These activists empha-
size that society has to control the government at all times and that the local
people rely on their support and guidance (P41). While the protest SMOs refuse
to participate in the steering committees, the monitoring SMOs believe that civil
society organizations should accompany the implementation of Belo Monte.

“The dissent that we have takes the form of- One group thinks that we
do not have to participate in anything, in the struggle for the conditions,
in the struggle to monitor the whole situation. [...] I am one of those who
believe that it is better to monitor it with our strong position against Belo
Monte.” (P35)

Interviewees from the ranks of the monitoring SMOs emphasize that they have
done their part in the struggle against Belo Monte, and refuse to accept respon-
sibility for the advancement of the project (P35).

Interestingly, the monitoring SMOs' assessment of the protest SMOs is
much more positive than vice versa. While the monitoring SMOs claim that the
Xingu Vivo Movement is a more radical actor that has a different perspective on
the conflict (P41), they acknowledge that the fight against Belo Monte is valid
and deserves respect (P39, P41). They further agree with the protest SMOs that
public mobilization, protest, and denunciation of malpractice are important in-
struments for civil society to influence political decision making (P35). Activists
from the monitoring SMOs believe that the revision of the EIA, the elaboration
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of the PDRS Xingu and the PBA, and the definition of conditions were direct re-
sults of the continuous resistance of the local movement (P41).

“There are still a range of organizations that bear the flag of opposition.
And is this wrong? No. It is all right. It is because of this positioning that
the consortium, Norte Energia itself, seeks to make corrections that may
[...] reduce the social, cultural, environmental impacts.” (P39)

Nonetheless, interviewees from the ranks of the monitoring SMOs believe that
the situation has changed with the advancement of the construction, and that it
is no longer reasonable to fight for the prevention of the Belo Monte project
(P41). From their point of view, the protest SMOs have lost influence in recent
years because they were not wiling to adapt to “an existing reality” (P41).

Since the separation of the protest and the monitoring SMOs, the rela-
tionship between the members of both factions has been difficult.  Given the
long-term dedication of these activists to social struggles in Altamira and to the
fight against Belo Monte, the emotional aspects of the fragmentation should
not  be  neglected.  Some  interviewees  denounce  individual  members  of  the
Foundation as traitors because of their loyalty to the PT (P27). Other members
of Xingu Vivo seek to keep up the dialog with the Foundation and the other
monitoring SMOs despite the dispute (P31, P43). Some interviewees take concil -
iatory steps by claiming that the personal conviction of activists is more impor-
tant that their affiliation with civil society organizations (P9).

Hence, cooperation – especially on the personal level – is not ruled out,
and individual activists sometimes participate in the activities of other SMOs
(P13,  P53).  Interviewees report  that  meetings across the two factions of the
movement do take place in situations where their interests and objectives cross.

“So, depending on the issue there is a meeting of various groups for an
activity, and in order to prepare this activity you have preliminary meet-
ings, exchange of e-mails  and so on to prepare this. So,  I  think this is
wonderful on the one hand, and confusing on the other hand. It is won-
derful that, depending on the issue you reunite various people and vari-
ous organizations for a purpose; so, it is dispersed, it is very diffuse, and
depending on the organizer, you reunite many people for a common ac-
tivity; and this is complex, because every one has a different interest and
these interests cross at times.” (P37)

While cooperation between activists and organizations across the factions of the
social movement remains possible, diverging understandings of the current situ-
ation and different interests hamper the development of a common plan of the
social movement against Belo Monte (P37).
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To sum up, the protest SMOs claim that any person who disapproves of
hydropower projects at the Xingu River has a moral obligation to publicly de-
nounce Belo Monte. From their point of view, a person's decision to accept Belo
Monte as a reality and to adopt a negotiation strategy with the government
(Plan B) constitutes betrayal on the social movement in Altamira. In contrast,
the monitoring SMOs claim that opposition to Belo Monte can also mean to crit -
ically evaluate and monitor the implementation process and to demand amelio-
rative measures. Hence, the two factions differ in their evaluation of the appro-
priateness and normative rightness of a person's decision to follow Plan B. The
decision between loyalty to the PT and loyalty to the social movement against
Belo Monte, which many local activists faced after the Lula administration took
office, is by no means a pragmatic one, as it touches upon a person's self-con-
ception as a party member and as a civil society activist. Questions arise about
what behavior the two factions expect from the members of the social move-
ment against  Belo Monte. While the protest  SMOs claim that  silence means
consent,  the monitoring SMOs believe that  their  negotiation strategy consti-
tutes a form of resistance. Hence, on an analytical level we can distinguish be-
tween  an  outspoken,  public  opposition  and  a  silent  opposition  against  Belo
Monte, and between an outspoken, public support of Belo Monte, a silent sup-
port, and an indifferent stance connected to positive expectations about Belo
Monte.

5.4.3 Preliminary Conclusion

The above analysis of movement dynamics has shown that internal and external
factors play an important role in the  development and maintenance of move-
ment cohesion.  The movement's efforts to create a collective identity and a
comprehensive diagnostic frame that resonates with large segments of society
contributed significantly to movement cohesion. This finding confirms the sec-
ond sensitizing concept, which proposes that collective identities and collective
action frames are central to the successful mobilization of actors and the main-
tenance of movement cohesion in the social movement against the Belo Monte
Dam (cf. Chapter  3). The analysis confirms that local people were able to link
their individual understandings of the conflict to the movement's collective ac-
tion frame by abstracting from their individual experiences, interests, and con-
cerns.  Moreover,  the movement established working principles  that  facilitate
the  cooperation  between  SMOs.  Openness  and  internal  autonomy  create  a
sense of we-ness among the very heterogeneous members of the movement.
External autonomy and independence from the state and the economy ensure
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the movement's differentiation from third parties. While formal leadership is a
controversial issue, there are some leaders who are widely respected for their
abilities and their moral and symbolic meaning. The analysis also shows that a
founding myth can contribute to the collective identity of a social movement.
However, it has to be deliberately created and defined as a significant and sym-
bolic event through identity work and framing processes.

As regards the external factors, a common destiny and a common enemy
further contribute to movement cohesion. Uncertainty about the future helps
people recognize what they have in common. Moreover, activists across SMOs
agree to address their claims to the authorities and the  construction industry.
Interestingly, interviewees claim that their enemy is not the PT government but
its attitude with respect to the Belo Monte Dam. This differentiation allows indi-
viduals to maintain their party membership, while at the same time opposing
the Belo Monte project. The existence of a common purpose is ambiguous in
the social movement, and local activists name different objectives as their sup-
posedly “common” purpose. I propose that these objectives are relevant in dif-
ferent contexts and with respect to different planning intervals, and do there-
fore not imply that the social movement lacks a common purpose. Rather, the
existence of diverse but supposedly shared objectives mirrors the strong hetero-
geneity of the movement and the thematic scope of the collective action frame.

The fragmentation of the social movement was caused by a combination
of internal and external factors. Inside the movement, a divergence of the col-
lective action frame, which resulted from the advancement of the construction
works, contributed to its fragmentation. Disagreement about the status and fu-
ture development of Belo Monte induced the renegotiation of the collective ac-
tion frame and the development of distinct strategies for collective action. As a
result, the movement split into the protest SMOs, which seek to prevent the hy-
dropower project (Plan A), and the monitoring SMOs, which monitor the various
development projects and negotiate with the government (Plan B).

Regarding the external factors promoting fragmentation, the coming into
office of the PT administration significantly altered the context conditions for
collective action against Belo Monte. Activists across SMOs consider it a stab in
the back that the PT of all parties decided to exploit the hydroelectric potential
of the Xingu River. Interviewees affiliated with the protest SMOs feel betrayed,
not only by the PT and former President Lula but also by those comrades who
quit the struggle against Belo Monte in the pursuit of benefits and opportuni -
ties. The conflict over loyalties strained historic relationships between activists
and  severely  damaged  Altamira's  civil  society.  Moreover,  local  activists  de-
nounce the authorities' strategy of creating discord among the local people and
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bribing the population into acceptance and quiescence. They are particularly
upset about the so-called emergency plan for indigenous communities, which
from their point of view threatens to destroy the native cultures and lifestyles
beyond recovery.

As regards the relationship between the two factions and the boundaries
of  the  social  movement,  relations  between  the  protest  and  the  monitoring
SMOs are  strained –  both on the personal  and the organizational  level.  The
protest SMOs are highly critical of the monitoring SMOs, claiming that the latter
have betrayed the social movement and its objectives. From their point of view,
negotiations with the government and participation in the steering committee
constitute  consent  with  the Belo  Monte project.  In  contrast,  the monitoring
SMOs claim that their fight for mitigation measures and the fulfillment of the
conditions proves their sense of reality and responsibility. Despite the conflict,
intermittent cooperation across SMOs remains generally possible.
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The objective of this study was to analyze how collective identities and collec-
tive action frames have contributed to the persistence of the collective action
and the maintenance of movement cohesion in the social movement against the
Belo Monte Dam. To that end, the study was embedded in social movement re-
search and adopted the collective identity approach and the framing approach
as its theoretical perspectives. The empirical question required a research de-
sign that sought to uncover the deeper meanings that activists attribute to the
conflict over Belo Monte and to their collective action. In order to obtain per-
sonal accounts of the individuals'  identities, motives, and objectives, primary
data was collected through semistructured interviews with activists in Altamira
and Belém. Of the 28 activist interviews, 22 were transcribed and analyzed in
detail by means of a combined top-down and bottom-up procedure based on
the grounded theory methodology. Accordingly, concepts were developed from
the empirical material and elaborated through constant comparison, first, with
other concepts derived from the data and, second, with central theoretical con-
cepts from the literature.

The in-depth analysis revealed that the election and coming into office of
the Workers' Party, which is solidly based in grassroots organizations, altered the
context conditions for civil society in Brazil. This had severe repercussions for
the social movement against Belo Monte. Movement cohesion was challenged
when the newly elected PT administration ordered the implementation of the
Belo Monte project  –  hence,  a change in context  conditions.  Eventually,  the
movement entered into a process of fragmentation.  Throughout this study, I
have advanced the following central argument:

The election and  coming into  office  of  the  Workers'  Party,  which  is
solidly based in grassroots organizations, altered the context conditions
for  civil  society  in  Brazil.  It  had  severe  repercussions  for  the  social
movement against Belo Monte in that it induced a divergence of the
collective action frame and an identity crisis among activists, which in
turn resulted in the fragmentation of the social movement.

I argue that the factors promoting movement cohesion and fragmentation can
be divided into internal factors (that is, factors arising from internal movement
dynamics that can be instrumentalized by activists) and external factors (that is,

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH 2018
I. Peters, Cohesion and Fragmentation in Social Movements,
Bürgergesellschaft und Demokratie, DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-19326-3_6



236 6 Evaluation, Conclusion and Outlook

factors arising outside the social movement). Inside the movement, the renego-
tiation of the collective action frame challenged movement cohesion. In terms
of external factors, changing alliances, bribery, and discord contributed to the
fragmentation of the social movement.

The analysis in Chapter 5 was deliberately done from the perspective of
the interviewees. In contrast, this chapter takes the empirical findings to a high-
er level of abstraction and evaluates them in view of social movement theory
and existing empirical research. Moreover, I  assess my previous assumptions,
which I disclosed in the sensitizing concepts (cf. Chapter 3), in terms of their rel-
evance and adequateness, and discuss the applicability of Western theories and
concepts in non-Western case studies. Finally, I evaluate the methods and pro-
cedures applied in this study and give an outlook for future research.

6.1 Evaluation of Empirical Findings

In the following, I present five findings (F1-F5) that I derived from the investigat-
ed case through an in-depth analysis that focused on the development of con-
cepts and categories and the analysis of the relationships between them. These
findings abstract from the empirical data and contribute to several theoretical
debates. More precisely, they improve our understanding of

1. the general dynamics in the processes of framing and identity construc-
tion,

2. the influence of the regional context on political mobilization, and
3. the applicability of Western theories in non-Western case studies.

The findings have been formulated as hypotheses because they are meant to in-
form future research and be tested in other empirical cases with a view to veri -
fying their value as building blocks of social movement theory. Some of the find-
ings are not news to social movement scholars; however, they substantiate and
refine existing research. Other findings – most notably, the fragmentation of the
social movement – are indeed unexpected and have implications for future re-
search.

6.1.1 Identity

The development of a collective identity in the social movement against Belo
Monte has been built largely  upon local activists' long-term personal relation-
ships, close cooperation, shared objectives, and mutual success in the fight for
civil rights in Altamira in the 1980s and 1990s. The social movement deliberately
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developed a collective identity through processes of identity work in order to
create a sense of we-ness among movement participants and to enable the local
population to identify with the movement. I refer to this collective identity as
the Amazonian Identity, thus using an existing term from cultural studies.138 The
Amazonian Identity builds upon the personal and social identities of the local
population. These are characterized by a strong geographical and time compo-
nent, and make reference to the unique region and to the centuries-old history
of its indigenous and traditional inhabitants. Moreover, they are informed by a
sense of neglect, depreciation, and discrimination relative to the Brazilian ma-
jority population. The purpose of the Amazonian Identity is to mobilize hitherto
unmobilized segments of society by creating a sense of we-ness. It enables the
population to share in with the beliefs and interests of the social movement and
to identify with the affected people in Altamira and the adjacent municipalities.
Moreover, it allows activists to reconcile the conflict between being from the
forest but leading a modern lifestyle in the city. Hence, identities play an impor-
tant role in the Belo Monte conflict, as proposed in the second sensitizing con-
cept (cf. Chapter 3). The identity of native peoples in the Brazilian Amazon has
also been discussed by Lúcio Flávio Pinto who emphasizes the population's close
connection with  their  natural  environment and their  estrangement from the
majority society – thus confirming the results of this study.139

In addition, the analysis of identities shows that the cleavages in the so-
cial movement do not necessarily follow organizational lines. Individuals who
oppose the Belo Monte Dam and support the fight against the project are inte-
grated into the social movement regardless of their institutional affiliation(s).
This finding is consistent with recent research by Donatella della Porta  (2005),
Dieter Rucht  (2011b), and Gregory Maney  (2012), among others, who suggest
that  social  movements  are  increasingly  relying on “tolerant  identities”  (Della
Porta 2005). While homogeneous movements used to build strong identities in
the past, contemporary social movements are characterized by stronger hetero-
geneity and weaker identities. These movements offer a range of opportunities
for participation, and value ideological plurality and internal autonomy  (Della
Porta 2005: 178; Rucht 2011b: 78; also see Maney 2012:  192).  According to
Rucht, tolerant identities are characterized by (1) vague slogans and objectives,

138 This strand of research analyzes, for example, the construction of an Amazonian regional iden-
tity by musicians, dancers, listeners, and culture brokers (Lamen 2013), the influence of audio-
visual media on the construction of an Amazonian Identity  (Cordovil 2012), or the construc-
tion and display of Amazonian Identity through theatrical productions (Castro 2012).

139 Pinto is a sociologist and journalist born in Pará state who reports relentlessly on the notori-
ous disregard of social and environmental rights in Amazonia.
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(2) a lack of representative bodies and steering committees, (3) the avoiding of
majority  decisions,  and (4)  a  preference  for  flexible  collective  action frames
(Rucht 2011b: 82). In the social movement against Belo Monte the following fac-
tors enable the participation of diverse people and organizations:

1. the deliberate creation of an inclusive collective identity;
2. the development of a mechanism for unanimous decision making;
3. working principles that guarantee  openness, respect for otherness, and

internal autonomy; and
4. a comprehensive collective action frame.

As suggested by Rucht, these factors are an asset rather than a deficit in view of
the movement's context conditions. However, in line with della Porta's research,
this movement structure requires a significant level of trust among activists and
efforts towards maintaining their commitment over the long term (cf. Della Por-
ta 2005: 178).

The analysis of the social movement against Belo Monte also confirms re-
search by Cristina Flesher Fominaya who suggests that shared emotional experi-
ences are  one central  mechanism among others  in  the process  of  collective
identity formation (Flesher Fominaya 2010b: 380). Building on her argument, I
propose  that  the definition  of  a  founding  myth  could  be one example  of  a
shared emotional experience that contributes to the development of a collec-
tive identity. As the analysis demonstrated,  the  incident of  the indigenous fe-
male  warrior  Tuíra  raising  her  machete  against  the  former  director  of
Eletronorte  in  1989  became  an  important  point  of  reference  for  the  social
movement. It is repeatedly framed as a significant event and created a sense of
belonging that is effective over time and across generations. Abstracting from
the specific case, I formulate the following finding that should be verified in fu-
ture research:

Finding (F1): If an incident of collective action is deliberately framed as
the beginning of a social movement, it can turn into a founding myth and
contribute to collective identity formation based on its shared emotional
value.

6.1.2 Framing

The collective action frame of the social movement against Belo Monte deliber-
ately builds upon shared understandings of persistent problems in the region
while at the same time identifying a large array of topics that resonate with dif -
ferent segments of society. One central aspect is the identification of the hy-
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dropower  project  as  representative  of  the prevalent  economic  model  and a
symbol of the persistent exploitation and domination of Amazonia. As the frame
addresses people's grievances and alludes to their personal and social identities,
it provides a rationale for the local population's participation in the social move-
ment. Thus, the social movement communicates a consistent and credible col-
lective action frame that  achieves salience through its  centrality,  experiential
commensurability, and narrative fidelity (cf. Chapter 2). At the same time, the in-
teraction and mutual influence between the collective action frame, the region-
al dynamics, and the identities of the local population make the collective action
frame unique.

As the analysis of movement dynamics shows, framing processes have a
number of material and immaterial requirements. They demand people to (1)
become aware of their problems, (2) abstract from specific problems to broader
problems, and (3) articulate them to others. The fulfillment of these conditions
is not self-evident in Amazonia; however, Xingu Vivo and the Metropolitan Com-
mittee consider themselves platforms for dialog and interaction that have been
able to meet the requirements and thus foster collective action. On the other
hand, the study shows that framing processes play an important role in the frag-
mentation of the social movement thus contributing to the literature on demo-
bilization processes. Robert Benford  (1997) and Lisa  Kowalchuk (2005) criticize
that too little attention has been paid to the dynamics of framing processes; for
example, how they “can spark or sustain collective action, or conversely, contrib-
ute to its collapse” (Kowalchuk 2005: 241). The analysis of the fragmentation of
the social movement against Belo Monte contributes to filling this research gap.
I propose that after the election of the PT and with the advancement of the in-
frastructure project, activists came to argue about (1) the status of Belo Monte,
(2) the social movement's role and influence in the conflict, and (3) the advan-
tages and disadvantages of the mitigation measures. The protest and monitor-
ing SMOs provided diverging interpretations of these issues and developed dif-
ferent strategies, tactics, attitudes, and forms of dealing with third parties.

6.1.3 Cohesion

The objective of this study was to analyze how collective identities and collec-
tive action frames contribute to the persistence of the collective action and to
the maintenance of movement cohesion in the social  movement against  the
Belo Monte Dam. I argue that both dynamics promote movement cohesion by
establishing a strong and multidimensional link between existing regional dy-
namics  and  the  planned  implementation  of  a  hydropower  plant.  The  social
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movement starts from the predisposition of some local individuals for collective
action,  the foundations of  which lie  in  the educational  work of  the Catholic
Church. The movement alludes to existing identities and creates a new collec-
tive identity by acknowledging and promoting the beliefs, values,  rights,  and
claims of the local population. It further establishes a link between the existing
regional  dynamics  and  the  Belo  Monte  project  by  demonstrating  how  the
project intensifies existing threats and needs. In doing so, the social movement
motivates local people to participate in the collective action against Belo Monte.
The cohesion of the social movement was promoted by internal factors (namely,
identity work, working principles, leadership, framing process, and a founding
myth) and external factors (namely, a common destiny and a common enemy).

Pearlman proposes that leadership and a collective purpose are among
the most important factors that facilitate cooperation between SMOs (Pearlman
2011: 9). However, local activists disagree about the role of leadership and the
content  of  a  common purpose in  the social  movement  against  Belo  Monte.
Their concepts of leadership and their understandings of a common purpose are
discussed in more detail in the following sections.

6.1.3.1 Leadership

The analysis shows that local activists disagree about the existence and the role
of leaders in the social movement against Belo Monte. Leadership as such is dis-
puted, first, because the public appearance of leaders may put these individuals
at risk,  and, second, because leadership may counteract pluralism in a social
movement. In contrast, Pearlman suggests that pluralism needs to be governed
in order to generate cooperative behavior. She implies that for a movement to
persist in the long term, there need to be leaders who exercise internal com-
mand and control (cf. Pearlman 2011: 11). Indeed, the social movement against
Belo Monte has created rules and mechanisms in order to use the pluralism and
diversity in a constructive way; however, many interviewees refuse to attribute
this to leadership and speak of collective efforts instead.

The skepticism of some movement participants does, however, not imply
the absence of leadership in the social movement against Belo Monte. Intervie-
wees agree on a small number of individuals that enjoy authority across SMOs
based on their  exceptional dedication, leadership skills, symbolic meaning, ex-
perience and historic legitimacy, integrity and courage, and their intellectual ca-
pacity. Interestingly, the individuals that are identified by others as leaders do
not claim leadership nor sole responsibility for the collective action. They rather
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speak of themselves as fulfilling certain roles within the movement in coopera-
tion with other movement participants.

This understanding is consistent with Dieter Rucht's  (2013) concept of
key figures (Schlüsselfiguren) in social movements. According to Rucht, the term
leader implies power over and dependence of followers and subordinate peo-
ple, while at the same time it remains imprecise with respect to people's func-
tions in a social movement (Rucht 2013: 32). He proposes to evaluate leadership
on the basis of two dimensions: the sphere of influence (internal vs. external)
and the logic of action (instrumental vs. expressive). Based on these two dimen-
sions of leadership, Rucht differentiates four types of key figures with different
functions (Rucht 2012: 110, 2013: 34):

1. Organizer (internal focus, instrumental function)
2. Motivator (internal focus, expressive function)
3. Strategist (external focus, instrumental function)
4. President (external focus, expressive function)

Rucht's  typology is  suitable for describing leadership in the social  movement
against Belo Monte because most of the people who are identified as leaders
act first and foremost internally. They are very modest and focus on organizing
the collective action and empowering the local population to express their de-
mands. In terms of Rucht's typology, these people act as organizers and motiva-
tors within the social movement. Moreover, analyzing leaders along these di-
mensions  provides an insight into the self-perception of leaders in the move-
ment and the relationship between leaders and followers. In view of the specific
context conditions in the Belo Monte case and the interviewees' perception of
leadership  in  the  social  movement,  I  propose  the  following  argument  that
should be tested in other case studies:

Finding (F2): If the participants in a social movement are threatened with
repression and prosecution,  they are  likely  to share leadership among
several people by focusing on key functions (cf. Rucht 2013) rather than
formal leadership in a social movement.

6.1.3.2 Common Purpose?

The existence of a common purpose in the social movement against Belo Monte
is questionable. According to Pearlman, the absence of common purpose poses
a threat to movement cohesion, as a “[c]ollective purpose is the ultimate guar-
antor of a movement's cohesion” (Pearlman 2011: 10). In contrast to Pearlman,
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I argue that it is necessary to differentiate between a movement's instrumental
goals and ultimate objectives when assessing movement cohesion.

The social movement against Belo Monte split into two factions as the re-
sult of a renegotiation of the collective action frame. Despite their shared oppo-
sition to the Belo Monte project, they follow different strategies for confronting
it. This raises the question as to whether the fragmentation resulted in two fac-
tions within one movement or in two separate movements. I argue that an eval-
uation of this question ultimately depends on whether the two factions pursue
a common long-term objective. The daily work of the monitoring SMOs focuses
on the implementation of small-scale development projects in Altamira and the
adjacent  municipalities.  By  taking  advantage  of  the  increased  government
attention and allocation of resources, they seek to promote the development of
the region – knowing that both the attention and the resources will decrease
after Belo Monte is completed. In contrast, the protest SMOs were established
for the purpose of uniting, coordinating,  and expanding the collective action
against Belo Monte. While the Xingu Vivo Movement emerged from the MDTX,
Xingu Vivo does not carry out their own development projects – their daily work
is  the  fight  against  Belo  Monte.  As  a  consequence  of  their  focus  on  the
prevention of Belo Monte, these organizations refuse to cooperate or negotiate
with the authorities.

The question remains whether preventing Belo Monte is the ultimate ob-
jective of the protest SMOs – their raison d'être – or merely an instrumental
goal that is supposed to contribute to the achievement of the ultimate objec-
tive. When considering the interviewee's definition of Plan A, one could easily
get the impression that the objective of preventing Belo Monte has become an
independent objective, detached from the MDTX's initial struggle for a differen-
tiated development along the Trans-Amazon Highway and the Xingu. Nonethe-
less, most interviewees integrate the Belo Monte project into a much larger con-
text that comprises historic and current experiences of exploitation and domina-
tion. Moreover, local activists in Altamira and Belém derive their identities as
activists as well as their objectives and strategies for collective action from the
context conditions of the Belo Monte project. Therefore, a differentiated devel-
opment – based on respect and dignity, rights and justice, and the preservation
of nature and traditional cultures – remains the single most important objective
for activists in the region. While the instrumental goal of preventing Belo Monte
has temporarily assumed a central position within the collective action frame of
the protest SMOs, I still consider it an instrumental goal. It is supposed to con-
tribute to the achievement of the ultimate objective, which is a differentiated
development of the region. Given that the protest SMOs and the monitoring



6.1 Evaluation of Empirical Findings 243

SMOs still work towards the same long-term objective, I argue that the two fac-
tions still constitute a common movement for development – despite their sep-
aration in the course of the collective action against Belo Monte. The existence
of one social movement against Belo Monte, which fulfills the criteria estab-
lished in Chapter 2, confirms the first sensitizing concept (cf. Chapter 3).

6.1.4 Fragmentation

The cohesion of the social movement against Belo Monte was challenged when
the newly elected PT administration ordered the implementation of the Belo
Monte project. The factors that promoted its fragmentation can be divided into
internal factors (namely, an  internal divergence of the collective action frame)
and external factors (namely, changing alliances, bribery, and discord). In terms
of  the  internal  factors,  the  advancement  of  the  constructions  and  the  firm
stance of the PT government induced the renegotiation of the collective action
frame among social movement participants. Regarding the external factors, the
fact that a supposedly left-wing government authorized and initiated the imple-
mentation of the project severely strained the collective identity of the social
movement and the institutional and personal relationships therein. Moreover,
local activists claim that the government adopted a strategy of bribery and dis-
cord in order to silence the opponents of Belo Monte and disperse the collective
action. Based on the analysis, I propose the following relationship between de-
privation and willingness to participate in collective action that should be veri-
fied in future research:

Finding (F3):  If a local population has experienced neglect and depriva-
tion over a long period of time, it becomes susceptible to manipulation
and bribery and more difficult to mobilize for collective action.

The analysis  further provides insights into the relationships between existing
theoretical  concepts and the core categories that  emerged from the primary
data. It shows that the collective identity and the collective action frame are
closely interlinked with the regional dynamics that form the context conditions
for the Belo Monte project. Activists of the monitoring SMOs claim to have re-
considered the meaning and implications of the project against the background
of  the  region's  socioeconomic  deprivation  and  their  own  responsibilities  to-
wards the local population. Their self-perception and motivation for collective
action (identity) coupled with their understanding of the conflict and their de-
velopment concept for the region (framing) induced them to negotiate with the
authorities for the purpose of securing regional development. In contrast, ac-
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tivists of the protest SMOs seek to retain internal consistency in terms of their
self-perception and motivation for collective action (identity) and refuse to re-
consider their understanding of the conflict (framing). The interaction between
movement dynamics and regional dynamics also becomes apparent in the be-
havior of the local population. Interviewees claim that people conceded to the
government because of the historic exploitation and underdevelopment of the
region, and their experiences of dependence and lack of self-efficacy. These re-
gional dynamics have an impact on the activists' personal identities, their moti-
vation for collective action, and the framing of the Belo Monte conflict.

In this sense, the Belo Monte study contributes to the existing literature
about factions and factionalism. I agree with Balser (1997) that “conflict leading
to schism is a dynamic process that develops over time in response to multiple
factors”  (Balser 1997: 212).  The authorities' strategy of bribing opponents and
creating discord among the local population had a direct effect on the social
movement against Belo Monte in that it challenged its cohesion. The political U-
turn of the Workers' Party had an indirect effect on the movement in that it in-
fluenced identity work and framing processes – thus contributing substantially
to the fragmentation of the movement. However, the emergence of two fac-
tions also shows that changes in context conditions require interpretation and
framing. This insight strengthens my argument that framing plays an important
role in the Belo Monte conflict, and it contributes to verifying the second sensi-
tizing concept (cf. Chapter 3).

Kretschmer  (2013) further  argues  that  movements  split  into  factions
when a subgroup develops a distinct collective identity that distinguishes it from
the rest of the movement (Kretschmer 2013: 443). I propose that a divergence
of the collective action frame plays an equally important role in the fragmenta-
tion process. While movement participants from both factions share a collective
identity and continue to fight for a common ultimate objective, they have devel-
oped different instrumental goals with respect to the Belo Monte conflict. I ar-
gue that the divergence of the collective action frame was an important driver
of fragmentation in the social movement against Belo Monte.

6.1.5 Social Movements in Brazil

Beyond the investigation of the social movement against Belo Monte, this study
contributes to our understanding of regional dynamics and their effects on polit-
ical mobilization. It provides an insight into movement dynamics that occur un-
der specific context conditions such as strong heterogeneity, complex socioeco-
nomic conditions, and a sensitive ecosystem. Hence, the results are informative
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for the analysis of similar occurrences of collective action in other Latin Ameri-
can countries.

As the analysis shows, the demand for human and civil rights is a central
issue in the collective action against the Belo Monte Dam. This finding is consis-
tent with existing research (see, for example, Alvarez et al. 1998: 12). Some local
people believe that they are not entitled to claim their rights vis-à-vis the gov-
ernment.  The vast  majority  of  interviewees report  that  they  were educated
about their rights and mobilized into collective action in the realm of the CEBs.
Based on this grassroots activism a vivid civil society developed, and was already
well organized when the fist plans about hydropower projects at the Xingu River
became public. This finding can be generalized as follows in order to inform fu-
ture research:

Finding  (F4): Collective  action  against  large  infrastructure  projects  in
Amazonia is more likely if a functioning civil society – that is, a general
awareness of rights and demands, civil society organizations, and exist-
ing relationships  between activists  and CSOs – is  already present  and
comparable experiences from nearby places, such as a comparable infra-
structure project in the same region, exist.

Another issue that is important in the context of collective action in Latin Ameri -
ca and with respect to the applicability of Western concepts in non-Western
case  studies,  is  the  relationship  between  civil  society  organizations  and  the
state. Local activists in Altamira tend to talk about former President Lula as if he
was an acquaintance of theirs. Against this background, local activists consider
the licensing of the Belo Monte Dam and the start of the construction works as
a stab in the back. They feel betrayed on a personal level and ask how Lula could
do this to them. Hence, I argue that the PT's political U-turn does not only con-
stitute a change in context conditions. Rather, the new positioning of the PT im-
pacts upon the identities and the self-conceptions of PT members who partici-
pate(d) in the social movement against Belo Monte. The ideological divide that
emerged between Brazil's civil society and the PT during its first administration
has also been identified and analyzed by Kathryn Hochstetler (2008) and Harry
Vanden (2014). The present study takes the analyses further by emphasizing the
dynamics of identity work and the changing relationship between CSOs and the
PT in the years of the first Lula administration.

A central aspect in the Belo Monte diagnostic frame is the controversial
implementation of the project. Local activists criticize the attitude and behavior
of the authorities and Norte Energía towards the social movement and the local
population. They are particularly concerned about the persecution of the move-
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ment and the violation of law. Interviewees explicitly question whether it is pos-
sible  to  implement  such  a  large  infrastructure  project  in  a  democratic  way.
Based on this argument, I propose the following relationship between a projec-
t's characteristics and the authorities' strategy:

Finding (F5): The greater the social and environmental consequences of
an infrastructure project and the weaker the enforcement of human and
civil rights in the affected region, the more likely it is that the authorities
will resort to authoritarian measures to counteract public protest and ac-
complish the infrastructure project.

The analysis of the social movement against Belo Monte also sheds light on the
consultation of indigenous communities regarding infrastructure projects that
impact their territories. Participants in the social movement against Belo Monte
claim that the lack of consultations constitutes an infringement of the Brazilian
Constitution and the ILO Convention 169. However,  the national and interna-
tional  regulations regarding the proper conduct  of  consultations with indige-
nous communities about infrastructure projects that affect their territories are
vague. The conflict over the Belo Monte Dam confirms empirical studies on oth-
er cases demonstrating that opinions about the adequacy of participatory rights
differ (see, for example, Flemmer and Schilling‐Vacaflor 2016; Schilling-Vacaflor
and Flemmer 2015).

6.2 Traveling of Concepts

Many  of  the  theoretical  concepts  developed  in  North  America  and  Europe
turned out to be applicable in the analysis of the social movement against Belo
Monte, although they sometimes seemed inappropriate at first sight. The study
showed that researchers should reflect upon their expectations and assump-
tions before conducting social movement research in the global South; thus con-
firming the third sensitizing concept (cf. Chapter  3). The sensitizing concepts,
which form an integral part of the grounded theory methodology, were particu-
larly helpful in explicating my expectations and pointing out the differences be-
tween Western and non-Western social movements.

In the following, I discuss the applicability of social movement theory in
cases characterized by specific context conditions as given in the Belo Monte
conflict.  I  elaborate  on the empirical  differences between Western and non-
Western social movements and discuss the methodological implications of do-
ing original research on the latter. Then I draw a conclusion about the applicabil-
ity of the identity approach and the framing approach in case studies from Ama-
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zonia – admittedly from the perspective of a western researcher, yet under care-
ful consideration of the interviewees' perceptions.

6.2.1 Cleavages and Power Asymmetries

As the analysis of collective identities and collective action frames in the social
movement against the Belo Monte Dam shows, activists are deeply rooted in
their natural and social environment. Their historic and current experiences in-
teract with visions of future development and form a unique local setting for the
Belo Monte project. The natural environment shapes people's characters and
constitutes an important point of reference for their personal and social identi-
ties. Moreover, the social movement's collective action frame draws on the re-
gion's centuries-old history and its physical characteristics – for example, its di-
versity in terms of ethnicities and cultures, and its vast natural resources. More
specifically, the frame alludes to the region's colonial past and status as a devel-
opment frontier, it makes reference to political neglect, power asymmetries, un-
derdevelopment, and deprivation. These characteristics have originated a vul-
nerable society that is difficult to mobilize for fear of harassment and repres-
sion.  These  findings  confirm  the  relevance  and  adequateness  of  the  fourth
sensitizing concept, which suggests that Amazonia constitutes a specific setting
for social movements (cf. Chapter 3). Moreover, they specify the conditions un-
der which collective action evolves in the region and to what extend it can be
studied using Western theories and concepts.

Raising interviewee's statements to a higher level of abstraction, it be-
comes apparent that many interviewees allude to traditional cleavages and to
questions  of  power  asymmetry.  According  to  Kriesi  and  colleagues,  political
cleavages are “social and cultural dividing lines” (Kriesi et al. 1995: 3) between
social groups that are politicized by social actors and thus produce political con-
flicts. Traditional cleavages include conflicts between center and periphery, ur-
ban and rural, working class and bourgeoisie, as well as religious divides (Kriesi
et al. 1995: 10; Rokkan 1970). While cleavage structures are generally country
specific  (Kriesi et al. 1995: xiv), scholars agree that modernization has caused
profound social and cultural changes across Western societies that have result-
ed in stronger individualization and more personal freedom from social control
mechanisms like class,  religion,  and family.  At  the same time new cleavages
have emerged that replace, complement or otherwise alter the extant cleavage
structures of a given society (Kriesi et al. 1995: xviii; Stekelenburg 2013: 223). In
their analysis of four Western European countries, Kriesi and colleagues claim
that modern societies suffer from new kinds of structurally determined conflicts
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that “have replaced the dependence on traditional bonds and the deprivation
stemming from the inequality of resource distribution” (Kriesi et al. 1995: xix).
By contrast, many people in Altamira and the adjacent municipalities still de-
pend  on  traditional  bonds  in  political  and  economic  affairs.  Inequality  and
poverty hamper the change towards a modern society that Kriesi and colleagues
identify in Western societies. Consequently, I propose that traditional cleavages
continue  to  be  central  determinants  of  mobilization  in  non-Western  social
movements.140

Another  difference  between  Western  and  non-Western  social  move-
ments is the degree to which people are aware of and willing to demand individ-
ual and collective rights. In Altamira and the adjacent municipalities, traditional
cleavages  tend  to  impede  the  development  of  political  awareness  and  con-
sciousness  of  civil  rights  in  some  segments  of  society.  The  Catholic  Church
played an important role in educating and empowering the local population in
Altamira throughout the 1970s and 1980s, thus fostering the development of an
active civil society. This empirical finding confirms the fifth sensitizing concept,
which states that the Catholic Church, and more specifically the former Bishop
of Xingu, Erwin Kräutler, have had a significant influence on Altamira's civil soci -
ety (cf. Chapter 3). Most of the activists interviewed for this study started their
activist careers in the realm of the CEBs and still maintain relationships with oth-
er church members. A Church Newsletter from 1992 confirms that education
and the formation of conscience led to an awakening of the population and to
the founding of  groups that  raise  their  voice  and demand civil  rights  (Prov-
inzialat der Missionare vom Kostbaren Blut 1992: 9). Hence, collective action in
Altamira, and to a lesser degree in Belém, is characterized by the particularly in-
fluential role of the Catholic Church.

I propose that the limited awareness of civil rights in some parts of Brazil
and in some segments of society is a structural difference between Western and
non-Western  social  movements  that  should  be verified  empirically  for  other
countries of the global South. Boudreau (1996) suggests that economically se-
cure people have more freedom than impoverished people to choose if they
want to participate in political activism, as for the latter “collective action may of

140 It should be noted that the applicability of the cleavage concept in non-Western countries has
been questioned in general, as many of these countries have experienced a different social,
political, and economic development than Western Europe (Bornschier 2009). However, this
finding actually supports my argument (put forward further below) that the zero-sum game
between traditional and new cleavages that has been confirmed for Western societies is ques-
tionable for non-Western societies, as the distinction between traditional and new cleavages
seems to follow a eurocentric logic that is not universally applicable.
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necessity be a  more constant pheonomenon”  (Boudreau 1996: 178). By con-
trast, this study shows that deprived people are especially difficult to mobilize,
for at least two reasons. First,  they often lack awareness of their own rights
and/or feel incapable of influencing their destiny. Second, they are often socially
and economically dependent upon powerful actors, who tend to be the ones
that they would have to oppose if they chose to take action. Therefore, I suggest
that Boudreau's assumption that “comprehensive constituent need, sweeping
poverty, and oppression make individualistic life impossible and drive recruits
with multifaceted demands into collective undertakings” (Boudreau 1996: 179)
is actually a matter for empirical investigation.141

Moreover, I propose that the degree to which traditional cleavage struc-
tures have been replaced by new cleavages contributes to the differentiation
between Western and non-Western social movements and to their conceptual-
ization. In this regard, Brazil is a particularly interesting case, as the industrial-
ized South of the country is likely to have performed the aforementioned social
and cultural changes associated with modernization, while the underdeveloped
North of the country seems to be lagging behind. This implies that even within
one country (at least within emerging economies) and within the same time pe-
riod different social movements may be facing different political conflict struc-
tures. Accordingly, cleavage structures are not only country specific as proposed
by epistemological  nationalism  (cf.  Kriesi  et  al.  1995).  At  least  in  developing
countries they may even vary within a country.142

An interesting observation that  is  counterintuitive at  first  sight  to the
above argument – stating that traditional cleavages continue to be central de-
terminants of mobilization in non-Western social movements – is that the par-
ticipants in the social movement against Belo Monte express beliefs and values
resembling those that have been classified as postmaterialist in a Western con-
text. While local activists continue to suffer from historic social, political, and
economic structures that manifest themselves in traditional cleavages, they ad-

141 At  the same time I  agree with Boudreau that poverty  and its  effects  on collective  action
should be a central variable in the study of movement dynamics, especially in the global South
(Boudreau 1996: 179).

142 Christopher  Chase-Dunn and colleagues  (2008) have studied North–South differences and
complementarities among the participants of the World Social Forum (WSF) meeting in Porto
Alegre, Brazil in 2005. While “political differences between WSF participants from the global
South and those from the global North seem to be fairly modest”, according to the authors, a
focus on the participants' provenance produces interesting results (although some of them do
not attain statistical significance). Their study shows that more attention should be paid to the
core–semi-periphery–periphery distinction in the political views of activists.
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vocate personal and collective rights, effective representation and participation,
acknowledgment of traditional cultures and lifestyles, and environmental pro-
tection. The latter are often referred to as postmaterialist values in Western so-
cieties. As opposed to the finding of Kriesi and colleagues that “there exists a ze-
ro-sum relationship between the strength of traditional political cleavages and
the possibility of new social movements to articulate a new societal cleavage”
(Kriesi et al. 1995: 4), the case study suggests that the social movement against
Belo Monte is able to integrate traditional and new cleavages. I propose that
this integration is rendered possible by a different understanding of what West-
ern societies have termed postmaterialist values. The Volta Grande has tradi-
tionally been populated by indigenous peoples and early settlers who came to
the region in search of land and other resources to sustain a livelihood. They in-
tegrated into their natural environment and developed cultures and lifestyles
that are closely connected to the characteristics of their habitat. Over time they
acquired a profound knowledge of the flora and fauna; however, they claim that
their expertise is generally ignored or even rejected by the Brazilian majority so-
ciety. Interestingly, the local population takes a critical view of the concept of
sustainable development, which promotes a balance between the economic, so-
cial, and environmental elements of development.143 While it is reasonable to
expect that this concept resonates with the population, it is actually perceived
as a strategy of the economy to greenwash its  activities and justify the cen-
turies-old domination of the region. I propose that the local populations' under-
standing and the Western conceptualization can both be termed sustainable de-
velopment according to the internationally shared definition. Both forms of de-
velopment  seek  to  balance  economic,  social,  and  environmental  interests.
However, they are based on different ideas of how to actually follow a sustain-
able lifestyle. As the traditional inhabitants of the Volta Grande see themselves
as an integral part of the environment, they consider the integration of econom-
ic,  social,  and  environmental  interests  as  a  matter  of  course.144 By  contrast,

143 The concept of sustainable development was significantly shaped by the so-called Brundtland
Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, published in 1987. The
report criticized that development was commonly equated with economic progress at  that
time,  and  established  relationships  between poverty,  environmental  degradation,  and  the
economy.  Emphasizing  the  need  for  intra-  and  inter-generational  equity,  the  commission
called for the equal consideration of economic, social, and environmental elements of devel-
opment, which became known as the “three pillars of sustainability”  (von Hauff and Kleine
2009; Hauff 1987).

144 The impact of people on the environment is disputed. While the Brundtland report identifies
poverty as a cause of environmental degradation  (Hauff 1987), indigenous communities are
said to follow a sustainable lifestyle. Research shows that legally designated indigenous terri -
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Western societies took intellectual efforts in the 1980s to develop (or rather re-
activate) a link to their natural environment. I argue that this led to a rather
technical  conceptualization of  sustainable  development  that  demands imple-
mentation and is prone to hypocrisy; moreover, it is perceived as a postmaterial-
ist value. Questions arise as to whether societies of the global South that have
retained closer relationships to nature and that promote environmental and so-
cial rights are able to set an example for industrialized countries.145 In this re-
gard, it has to be acknowledged that the Amazon  rainforest is internationally
valued for its biodiversity and influence on the global climate. This particular
frame provides regional activists with strong arguments to promote their cause. 

Summing up, I suggest that the concept of cleavages is useful in under-
standing the difference between Western and non-Western social movements.
However, Western scholars should reconsider the meaning of traditional cleav-
ages. When and why did these cleavages come to be considered traditional –
thus implying that they have decreased in salience – and is this assessment valid
for social conflict across societies? Moreover, what do the terms Western and
non-Western really imply? Brazil as an emerging economy is internally divided
into the developed South and the developing North of the country, between ur-
ban and rural areas, along the lines of class, race, and gender. The degree to
which traditional cleavages dominate political and social conflicts – that is, their
salience – may vary across the country. It is possible that traditional cleavages
have been institutionalized, and thus pacified, to a larger extend in the devel-
oped South of Brazil than in the less developed North and the rural areas of the

tories are very effective in forest protection (Nelson and Chomitz 2011: 9). While an empirical
verification of the impact of indigenous and traditional people on their natural environment is
beyond the scope of this study, I suggest that on the whole they have a different understand-
ing  of  and relationship towards their  natural  environment than Western societies  tend to
have. This argument is supported by ISA's perspective of development. The institute argues
that, “if something is social, it can only be environmental. Because there is no 'environmental
dimension' of economic growth, of social development, of progress in general: the environ-
ment is the name of the whole thing, of the entire problem. [...] Environment is a question of
public health and of social justice, not only for those who live today but also for future genera-
tions. [...] Let us remember that environment is only another word for the necessary condi -
tions for life. The mistake of separating the social from the environmental becomes even more
serious once we imagine – as we imagine very frequently – that we can only develop when we
pay an environmental price – that is, damaging something. This is not true. [...] Development
is either sustainable, or it is no development” (Instituto Socioambiental 2003, author’s transla-
tion).

145 For example, consider the concept of good life (buen vivir) and the rights of Mother Earth
(Derechos de la Madre Tierra) that have shaped the legislation in Bolivia (see, for example, Fa-
theuer 2011).
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country.146 At least in the Amazon state of Pará, where the distribution of prop-
erty and power is still largely influenced by historic structures, traditional cleav-
ages seem to be salient until the present day, as the collective action frame of
the social movement against Belo Monte indicates. At the same time, many ac-
tivists perceive of so-called postmodern values like sustainable development as
a matter of course. Consequently, concepts like traditional and new cleavages,
postmaterialist values, etc. reveal a eurocentric perspective and should be ap-
plied carefully when studying social movements in the global South.

6.2.2 Implications for the Research Design

The Belo Monte study provided a number of challenges in terms of research de-
sign and methodology that are quite informative for future projects investigat-
ing collective action in the global South.

The first insight regards the relationship between organizations and indi-
viduals. I had planned to collect data about organizations by interviewing their
members, thinking that they would be able and willing to represent their organi-
zations and speak on behalf of their colleagues if asked to do so. However, this
assumption turned out to be inadequate for the people I interviewed, as the en-
tities were less relevant to at least some of the activists than I had assumed. The
concept of an organization having contacts and partners in its own right seemed
strange to some interviewees; thus raising the question if my assumption was a
Western one and if the relationship between organizations and activists is gen-
erally different in non-Western social movements. Many interviewees did not
seem to identify strongly with and represent a particular entity. Instead they
were affiliated with several organizations at a time and sought to self-actualize
and live out their personalities in several contexts. This reveals a different un-
derstanding of the relationship between organizations and activists than I had
expected. However, does this finding imply that the relationship between orga-
nizations and activists is substantially different in Western and non-Western so-
cial movements? Interestingly, activists affiliated with the Catholic Church had a
stronger sense of representation. They attributed an influential role to organiza-
tions based on their continuity and alluded to the unsteadiness of individual
commitment. Hence, I conclude that the role of organizations and the relation-
ship between organizations and activist are more likely to depend on the organi-
zational structure of an entity than on its location in the global North or the
global South. Yet, scholars should reflect upon their – probably unconscious –

146 On the salience and institutionalization of cleavages see Kriesi et al. (1995: 6–7).
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expectations and assumptions about the organizational structure and relation-
ships of SMOs and individual actors in social movements from the global South
in order to avoid the development of unfounded expectations and assumptions.

The second insight results from the first insight, and regards the network
structure of the social movement. As the interviews showed, the affiliation of
movement participants with SMOs and the social movement at large varies sig-
nificantly. Some activists participate continuously in a social movement organi-
zation whereas others participate on an ad hoc basis. Organizations affiliated
with the Catholic Church tend to have hierarchical structures, while other SMOs
merely provide platforms for the exchange of experiences, interests, and ideas
among individual movement participants. While interviewees were unable (or
unwilling) to provide information about institutional partners, the qualitative re-
search design based on GTM enabled me to reveal underlying network dynam-
ics and demonstrate that ties exist not only on the individual level (between ac-
tivists) but also on the institutional level (between organizations). Hence, the so-
cial movement against Belo Monte fulfills the criteria established in Chapter 2,
which confirms the first sensitizing concept (cf. Chapter 3).

A third insight regards the classification of social movements according to
the purpose(s) and objective(s) of their collective action. The framing approach,
which was largely developed in North America, implies that such a classification
is  generally  possible  and desirable.  Consequently,  social  movements  are  fre-
quently classified as environmental movements, justice movements, indigenous
movements, etc. However, the analysis of the Belo Monte conflict shows that
the movement developed a broad and inclusive frame that enables the partici -
pation of diverse actors. Movement participants emphasize the value of unity in
diversity. They are particularly proud of having created a comprehensive diag-
nostic frame that resonates with the most diverse organizations and individuals.
Questions arise about whether attempts to classify social movements are typical
of Western social movement theory and research. Further empirical re-search
could show if non-Western social movements have a higher tolerance and ap-
preciation for diversity among activists and a higher willingness to open their
collective action frames for other aspects of the contentious issue.

6.3 Evaluation of Method and Procedures

By its very nature, qualitative research cannot be representative in the strict sta-
tistical  sense,  let  alone provide  proof  of  causal  mechanisms.  The  collection,
treatment, and interpretation of qualitative data are inevitably influenced by the
researcher, who has to decide how to handle subjectivity in her research. A key
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challenge of this study was the fact that it involved three different languages.
Moreover, the generation of a comprehensive data set was hampered by the
fact that I was unable to identify all of the organizations that I had sampled, and
to interview all of the people that I considered relevant. Ultimately, the mem-
bers of the Xingu Vivo Movement were overrepresented in the sample. This be-
came a disadvantage when the data analysis revealed the fragmentation of the
social movement. The strict application of GTM would have required another
round of data collection with a focus on the underrepresented faction of the
movement. This was not feasible due to limited resources. Nonetheless, the in-
-depth  analysis  of  the  available  data  produced  consistent  findings  that  ade-
quately describe the internal logic of the phenomenon. Therefore, I argue that
the available data was sufficient for the purpose of this study. However, future
research could focus on the underrepresented faction of the movement in order
to improve the theoretical saturation of the concepts.

Beyond data collection, the interpretation of qualitative data is another
procedure that is prone to bias. In order to achieve intersubject comprehensibil-
ity, qualitative researchers prefer to discuss their interpretations in groups. The
application of this approach was hampered by the multilingual character of this
research.  However,  I  sought  to  compensate  for  this  shortcoming  by  writing
lengthy memos about alternative interpretations of the data and by discussing
my conceptual considerations with different colleagues. While coding requires
the researcher to abstract from the data, it can be difficult to determine the un-
derlying theoretical concept. Moreover, the separation  of individual aspects –
which is necessary to reduce the complexity of the empirical phenomenon –
may seem artificial at times. I believe that the longsome and detailed examina-
tion of the data, which included the drafting of coding notes and conceptual
memos, enabled me to make reasonable and comprehensible coding decisions
and develop a comprehensive coding scheme.

Overall, the research design based on GTM was well suited to the analy-
sis of collective identities and collective action frames in the social movement
against the Belo Monte Dam because it produced results that would have been
difficult to obtain with a deductive approach. The combined top-down and bot-
tom-up procedure for the data analysis contributed to uncovering indexicality
and reconstructing the meanings that local activists have attributed to the social
conflict and to their collective action. GTM's inductive approach to data analysis
enabled a context-sensitive and detailed analysis  of latent  structures.  Thus,  I
was able to reconstruct the relationships between concepts and demonstrate
how they interact in certain situations. Moreover, it was possible to reconstruct
the meanings that local activists attribute to contentious concepts like sustain-



6.3 Evaluation of Method and Procedures 255

ability and leadership and to compare them with existing theoretical conceptu-
alizations. This enabled me to identify overlaps with existing research, to elabo-
rate on their  implications,  and to contribute to ongoing theoretical  debates.
Moreover,  the  methodology  was  useful  in  revealing  the  origin  and  precise
meaning of social categories. While I had based my research design and sam-
pling strategy on actor categories that were frequently used in scholarly articles
and in the media, field research revealed that these categories were artificially
introduced to the region by outside agents and that their adequacy for concep-
tualizing the lifestyles and experiences of local people is limited. In this sense,
GTM helped avoid conceptual stretching in the development of theoretical con-
cepts, which is particularly relevant in the study of foreign countries.

6.4 Outlook

This study has shown that the conflict over Belo Monte is multifaceted and com-
plex, reaching far beyond the hydropower project at the Xingu River. It offers ex-
planations as to how collective identities and collective action frames influence
movement  cohesion and fragmentation.  Moreover,  its  findings  about  central
movement dynamics can inform future research and be verified empirically in
other case studies.

Empirical  research  about  social  movements  in  Brazil  and  in  other
emerging countries could focus on various issues. Given the large number of
infrastructure  projects  that  are  currently  being implemented in  the Brazilian
Amazon in  the realm of  the growth acceleration program,  comparative  case
studies could be used to investigate the preconditions for the emergence of
social movements (cf. Finding  F4). This research could be extended to include
case  studies  from  other  Latin  American  countries  that  have  experienced
conflicts over the exploitation of natural resources and the implementation of
large  infrastructure  projects.  Moreover,  cross-regional  comparisons  could
improve  our  understanding  of  social  movements  in  the  global  South.  The
analysis of social movements in authoritarian regimes and in underdeveloped
regions  of  the  world  could  contribute  to  our  understanding  of  the  regional
context's  influence on political  mobilization and specific  movement dynamics
(cf. findings F2, F3, and F5). With regard to the applicability of Western theories
in non-Western case studies, Brazil is a particularly interesting case. A compari-
son of social movements from different regions of the country would improve
our understanding of the influence that these regional contexts and the preva-
lent “social and cultural dividing lines” (Kriesi et al. 1995: 3) have on political
mobilization. It is possible that traditional cleavages have been pacified in the
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developed South of the country but not in its less developed North and in rural
areas.  Knowledge  about  regional  context  conditions  and  prevalent  cleavage
structures seems highly relevant from a policy point of view, given the recent
mobilization in a variety of issue areas throughout the county.

Finally, this study raises theoretical questions that could be addressed in
future research in order to advance our knowledge of general movement dy-
namics.  I  have advanced the concept of a founding myth that is deliberately
framed by the social movement to instrumentalize a shared emotional experi-
ence in the process of collective identity formation. Further research is needed
to confirm and substantiate this concept (cf. Finding  F1). Moreover, I have ar-
gued that – despite its fragmentation – the two factions in the social movement
against Belo Monte continue to form a common social movement because they
share a common long-term objective. In order to substantiate this argument and
advance the literature on cohesion and fragmentation in social movements, ad-
ditional cases of movement fragmentation should be analyzed and compared in
order to define criteria that determine whether two groups form factions of a
common movement  or two separate movements.  Moreover,  future research
could focus on the causes of fragmentation – beyond the “normal fragmenta-
tion” as part of the social movement life cycle (cf. Mauss 1975) – and on the typ-
ical progression of fragmentation. It would be interesting to see if fragmentation
involves different phases, how it  is perceived by movement participants, and
whether it can be stopped with identity work or framing processes.
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Annex 1: List of Expert Interviews

Interviews conducted in São Paulo, Brazil

Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

14.10.2011 University of São Paulo (Universidade de São 
Paulo, USP) / Brazilian Center for Analysis and 
Planning (Centro Brasileiro de Análise e 
Planejamento, CEBRAP)

English

15.10.2011 Activist Portuguese

15.10.2011 Activist Portuguese

15.10.2011 Activist English

19.10.2011 University of São Paulo (Universidade de São 
Paulo, USP)

English

19.10.2011 University of São Paulo (Universidade de São 
Paulo, USP)

English

20.10.2011 Friedrich Ebert Foundation (Friedrich Ebert 
Stiftung, FES)

English

21.10.2011 Brazilian Association of Non-Governmental 
Organizations (Associação Brasileira de 
Organizações não Governamentais, ABONG)

English

21.10.2011 Movement of Dam Affected People (Movimento 
dos Atingidos por Barragens, MAB)

Portuguese
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Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

24.10.2011 Friedrich Ebert Foundation (Friedrich Ebert 
Stiftung, FES)

German

Interviews conducted in Brasília, Brazil

Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

26.10.2011 National Foundation for Indians (Fundação 
Nacional do Índio, FUNAI)

Portuguese

26.10.2011 Intellectual and activist Portuguese

27.10.2011 Amazon Working Group (Grupo de Trabalho 
Amazônico, GTA)

Portuguese

27.10.2011 World Wide Fund For Nature (WWF) English

28.10.2011 Protected Forest Association (Associação Floresta
Protegida, AFP)

English

28.10.2011 Greenpeace Portuguese

31.10.2011 Articulation of the Indigenous Peoples of Brazil 
(Articulação dos Povos Indígenas do Brasil, 
APIB) / Coordination of the Indigenous 
Organizations of the Brazilian Amazon 
(Coordenação das Organizações Indígenas da 
Amazônia Brasileira, COIAB)

Portuguese

31.10.2011 Xingu Indigenous Land Association (Associação 
Terra Indígena Xingu, ATIX)

Portuguese

31.10.2011 Indigenous Missionary Council (Conselho 
Indigenista Missionário, CIMI)

Portuguese
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Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

31.10.2011 International Institute of Education of Brasil
(Instituto Internacional de Educação do Brasil, 
IEB)

English

01.11.2011 Institute for Socioeconomic Studies (Insituto de 
Estudos Socioeconômicos, Inesc)

Portuguese

01.11.2011 The Nature Conservancy (TNC) English

02.11.2011 Federal Public Ministry (Ministério Público 
Federal, MPF)

German

03.11.2011 University of Brasília (Universidade de Brasília, 
UnB)

English

04.11.2011 Socio-Environmental Institute (Instituto 
Socioambiental, ISA)

Portuguese

04.11.2011 International Rivers English

Interviews conducted in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

07.11.2011 Ford Foundation English

07.11.2011 Brazilian Center for International Relations 
(Centro Brasileiro de Relações Internacionais, 
CEBRI)

Portuguese

09.11.2011 Global Justice (Justiça Global) English

10.11.2011 Federal University of Rio de Janeiro (Universidade
Federal do Rio de Janeiro, UFRJ)

English
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Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

11.11.2017 Federation of Organs for Social and Educational 
Assistance (Federação de Órgãos para Assistência
Social e Educacional, FASE) / Brazilian Network of 
Environmental Justice (Rede Brasileira de Justiça 
Ambiental, RBJA)

Portuguese
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Annex 2: List of Activist Interview

Document 
ID1

Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

* 07.05.2012 Attorney of the Republic for the 
State of Pará (Procurador da 
República no Pará)

English

P1 07.05.2012 Forum of the Eastern Amazon 
(Fórum da Amazônia Oriental, 
FAOR)

Portuguese

P3 08.05.2012 Metropolitan Committee (Comitê 
Metropolitano)

Portuguese

P51 09.05.2012 Pastoral Land Commission 
(Comissão Pastoral da Terra, CPT)

Portuguese

P16 11.05.2012 National Conference of Bishops of 
Brazil (Conferência Nacional dos 
Bispos do Brasil, CNBB)

Portuguese

P53 11.05.2012 Brazilian Caritas (Cáritas Brasileira) Portuguese

P21 11.05.2012 Institute for a Solidary and 
Sustainable Amazonia (Instituto 
Amazônia Solidária e Sustentável, 
IAMAS) / Metropolitan Committee 
(Comitê Metropolitano)

Portuguese

P55 14.05.2012 Society for the Defense of Human 
Rights of Pará (Sociedade Paraense 
de Defesa dos Direitos Humanos, 
SDDH)

Portuguese

P41 17.05.2012/
18.05.2012

Foundation Live, Produce, Preserve
(Fundação Viver Produzir e 
Preservar, FVPP)

Portuguese

1 Interviews marked with an asterisk were not included in the analysis.  All  other interviews
were transcribed by the research assistant and revised and analyzed by the author of this
study.
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Document 
ID

Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

P37 18.05.2012/
19.05.2012

Socio-Environmental Institute 
(Instituto Socioambiental, ISA)

Portuguese

P49 21.05.2012 Cleric Portuguese

P23 23.05.2012 Movement of Dam Affected People
(Movimento dos Atingidos por 
Barragens, MAB)

Portuguese

* 23.05.2012 Union of Workers in Public 
Education of Pará (Sindicato dos 
Trabalhadores em Educação 
Pública do Pará, SINTEPP)

Portuguese

* 24.05.2012 Cacao farmer Portuguese

* 24.05.2012 Cacao farmer Portuguese

P25 25.05.2012 Association of Urban and Rural 
Women (Associação de Mulheres 
Urbanas e Rurais)

Portuguese

* 26.05.2012 Women's Movement (Movimento 
de Mulheres) / Health Council 
(Conselho de Saúde)

Portuguese

P27 28.05.2012 Black Movement (Movimento 
Negro)

Portuguese

P39 29.05.2012 Federation of Agricultural Workers 
(Federação dos Trabalhadores e 
Trabalhadoras na Agricultura, 
FETAGRI)

Portuguese

P29 30.05.2012 Indigenous activist Portuguese

* 30.05.2012 Santafé Ideias, enterprise 
commissioned with the external 
communication of Norte Energia

Portuguese

P13 31.05.2012 Cleric Portuguese

P31 31.05.2012 S.O.S. Life (S.O.S. Vida) Portuguese
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Document 
ID

Date Affiliation of interviewee/
Area of expertise

Language

P19 01.06.2012 Indigenous Missionary Council 
(Conselho Indigenista Missionário, 
CIMI)

Portuguese

P47 01.06.2012 Cleric Portuguese

P9 03.06.2012 Xingu Forever Alive Movement 
(Movimento Xingu Vivo Para 
Sempre, MXVPS)

Portuguese

P35 06.06.2012 Foundation Live, Produce, Preserve
(Fundação Viver Produzir e 
Preservar, FVPP)

Portuguese

P43 07.06.2012 Cleric Portuguese

Secondary Source

Document 
ID

Type Language

P45 Interview with Erwin Kräutler conducted by 
Eliane Brum and published in the magazin Época 
(Brum 2012)

Portugues
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